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All you need is love, and cookies.

I never imagined when my son started taking karate lessons that it would lead to my mind going crazy with an all new series that bumped everything out of the way, and demanded to be written. It’s true that inspiration can come from anywhere.

A huge thank you needs to go out to my son’s karate teacher. The man managed to keep his cool, and answer every one of my annoying questions at any time of the day. Thank you, Jefe San!
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Kellan

“Left, Ryan.” I shook my head and watched Ryan punch to the right. “Your other left, Ryan.” In my fifteen years of teaching martial arts, I discovered left and right was a concept that was hard learned by anyone under the age of ten, especially when they were just excited to be punching and kicking the shit of out stuff.

“Okay! Lock it up.” I stood in front of my class of twenty-five under belts and watched them all fall to the floor, eagerly looking up at me. I waited for all eyes to fall on me. “Good job today, guys. We need to work a bit longer on delta, but for only working on it one day, you guys are killing it.” Clinton raised his hand eagerly, and I tipped my chin at him. “Go ahead, Clinton.”

“Mr. Wright, when are we going to get to put all of the combos together?” he asked meekly.

“As soon as we learn them all,” I assured him. Clinton asked the same question every class. The kid was the most eager to learn, but he had the attention span of a squirrel. I surveyed the class, then looked over the crowd of parents waiting to pick up their kids. “Now, remember that belt graduation is in three weeks, and you need to have your homework turned in before. Otherwise, you don’t graduate.” Everyone groaned at the word homework, and I couldn’t help but smirk. They didn’t have any clue how much homework I had done to reach sixth-degree black belt. “Everyone up,” I said, motioning up with my hands. “And bow,” I ordered, placing my hands at my sides and bowing.

All the kids started running up to me, giving me high fives and then scurrying off to their parents. 

“Is Mr. Roman going to be here next time?” Carrie asked me as she high-fived me.

“He should be. He had a couple of things to do today and couldn’t make it to class.” Like sleeping until noon and screwing me over completely.  Thankfully, it was the last class of the day, and I could hopefully find some time to sit down for five minutes.

Finally, the last parents left with their kids, and I locked the door behind them. I loved classes on Saturday, but they were exhausting when I was the only instructor.

The phone rang on the desk, and I knew it was Roman with some lame-ass excuse for why he didn’t make it in today. Roman and I were business partners with Dante and Tate, but most of the time, it was all on me to make the school a success.

Roman’s name flashed on the caller ID, and I picked up the phone. “So, what’s your excuse this time?”

“Ugh, I’m fucking sick, man.”

I shook my head and sat down behind the front counter. “That’s called a hangover, Roman. Drink some fucking coffee, and get out of bed.”

“Nah, man. This is worse than a hangover. I think I got food poisoning from the burger I ate last night at Tig’s.” Roman moaned into the phone, and I sighed.

Food poisoning from Tig’s was a definite possibility. “I guess you should stop eating nasty shit while you’re getting shit-faced every night.”

“It’s not every night,” Roman grumbled. 

“Sure, keep fucking telling yourself that.”

Roman sighed. “Look, I was just calling to tell you sorry about not coming in today. If you wanna take off next Saturday, you can. I’ll take care of the monsters all by myself.”

“Nah, don’t worry about.” I made the mistake once of trying to take off a Saturday. Roman had called me halfway through the day, and I could barely hear him over yelling parents and screaming kids. I ended up coming in and spending most of the day putting out fires he had started between yelling at the kids and telling the parents to shut it while he was teaching. “Just get better, and I’ll see you Monday night.”

“What time do classes start?”

I closed my eyes and counted to ten. “Four. Same as every Monday,” I reminded him.

“Got it. I’ll be there.”

I hung up the phone and sighed. Roman was one of the most talented guys I knew when it came to karate, but his adulting skills were severely lacking. At the age of twenty-eight, he should have his shit figured out.

When Roman, Tate, Dante, and I opened Powerhouse, we expected to help kids the way we were taught when we were young and just starting karate. Roman, Tate, and I began karate at the same time and worked our way through the belts together. Dante was a red belt when we were white belts, but he took us under his wing, and we all became close friends.

While Dante was almost ten years older than most of us, I was the highest black belt. Dante was a second-degree black belt, while Roman and Tate were fourth-degree. I was going for my sixth degree this year.

We all came together to start the school, because we all had our own specialties that, when put together, created a karate studio unlike any around. Dante was an international sparring champion six times over, while Roman and Tate were geniuses when it came to kamas and bo staff. I rounded us out with my expertise in forms and people skills the three others lacked at times.

The school had only been open for six months, but Dante and Tate already thought we needed to open another location. Not only had Roman bailed on me today, but so had Tate and Dante to go look at a space two towns over for a new studio.

I was in the minority when I said we should just focus on the Falls City school. Dante and Tate had decided between themselves that if we were doing so well here, another studio would be a goldmine. I didn’t think they were wrong, I just wanted them to slow down, and wait for all of us to agree.

I threw my phone on top of a pile of new student paperwork and propped my arms on my head. I pushed off on the floor and spun around in the chair. Most days, it was hard to believe this was my life, and today was another one of those days. Dante, Tate, and Roman were my closest friends, but sometimes it felt like everything rested on my shoulders, while they were off somewhere enjoying life, and spending all the money we were making.

The days we didn’t have classes, I was giving private lessons, or working on lesson plans for each class. Most of the time, the Kinder-kicker class was like herding a pack of cats that were all hyped up on catnip, and the Little Ninja class wasn’t much better. Although, I still tried to teach them forms and basic karate to help them get to white belt. Once the kids hit white belt, things became more serious, and I buckled down on the curriculum.

The highest belt level we had right now was an orange belt, but in the stack of paper on the desk, there were three kids wanting to transfer over to Powerhouse. One of them was a purple belt, and the other two were red belts. I was rather shocked the two red belts wanted to transfer schools when they were close to being black belts, but I knew it was because in the short time we had been open, we already had a reputation of being the best.

If you were even a little bit into karate, you would have at least heard of one of us. We were the best, and we had the trophies and medals to prove it. That reputation was bringing in students left and right, but I couldn’t keep doing this on my own anymore.

But, I wasn’t going to stress about that right now, because a knock on the front door made me jump, and I turned to see my next private lesson through the glass.

My five-minute break was up, and it was back to the grind. 

Someone had to make Powerhouse a success, and that someone was going to be me.

**********
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Molly

“Three vanilla lattes, skim, and one Americano.”

I grabbed the cups Sage set down on the counter and set them next to the grinder. I could make these drinks in my sleep. Some mornings, it felt like I was still sleeping after staying up all night trying to figure out whatever new drink had popped into my head.

“Here, or to go?” I asked while I started the espresso.

“Here. They are for the Moaners,” Sage said over her shoulder as she grabbed the pot of dark roast before making her way around the cafe doling out refills.  

Ah, my Monday Moaners. Every Monday like clockwork, the Moaners showed up and sat in the same corner and discussed the latest romance novels they had read. When the Moaners first started coming in, they were just a book club, but Sage and I had dubbed them the Monday Moaners after we had heard all the things they discussed. The name fits them perfectly, and it seemed to stick.

“Molly.”

“Yes, Frank?” I called as I poured milk into a small metal pitcher.

“When are you going to agree to go on a date with my son?”

And that was how I absolutely knew it was Monday. Frank was here, bugging me about dating his son who, according to Frank, was the right man for me. “I’m kind of busy this week, Frank. Why don’t we try next month?”

“It’s April first, Molly,” he grumbled.

I shoved the pitcher of milk under the steamer. “What was that, Frank?” I yelled over the howling of the machine.

Frank swatted his hand at me and headed back over to his group of retired friends who came in every day.

“Moll!” Sage shouted. “I’m almost out of dark roast. Start me another pot?”

Four drinks and one full pot of dark roast later, I was ready to sit down for five minutes. I had been going since four o’clock that morning, and my feet were killing me.

Sage hopped up on the counter and pointed at the ceiling. “You start a new playlist?”

I slipped off my shoe and flexed my foot. “Yeah, I was getting sick of the same songs playing over and over.”

“That playlist had over two hundred songs on it. I don’t think I heard the same song more than twice.”

“The fact that I’m here every waking second might have something to do with that.” I laughed and grabbed my huge coffee cup off the counter. “Did you try the salted caramel truffle latte I made?”

“Yeah, it was delicious like everything you make. You think you could make them skinny though, so they don’t go straight to my ass.” Sage grabbed her cup and turned it upside down. “You filled my cup up three times today with it. It’s a miracle I’m not bouncing off the walls.” 

I smirked. “That might have to do with the triple shot of espresso I put in them.”

Sage laughed and pushed her cup towards me. “Ya think?”

“Refill?”

Sage rolled her eyes. “Yes, but this time, make it two shots less.”

“Wuss,” I mumbled.

Sage shook her head and glanced at the tables out front that were more than half-empty. “Pretty slow today, huh?”

I started working on her drink. “Yeah, but it is Monday and almost closing time.” 

Sage smiled. “True, true.”

Afternoons normally were slow, but it was also the time I was able to take a breath and just relax for a bit. I’ve been working my ass off for the past five years to make Java Spot Coffee House a success, and it was finally starting to pay off. I had loyal customers who came in daily and numerous weekly book clubs that were my bread and butter to pay the bills. 

Java Spot was the first business to enter the new shopping center, and with each new business that rented space, the more customers I got. The yoga place three doors down brought in the hipster crowd who were always looking for a healthy drink or a crazy tea fad. There was an accountant at the other end who brought in the straight-laced, suit and tie black coffee drinkers with the occasional latte, and the laundromat that brought in an array of strange and weird customers who typically paid with quarters. Those were not Sage’s favorite. 

The latest addition to the shopping center was the karate place that had taken up residence right next door. On Saturday, I typically saw an upswing in customers from the karate moms and dads dropping their kids off to practice and then dropping in for their daily dose of caffeine. Although, I had yet to meet the new owners of Powerhouse Martial Arts. I’ve seen them in passing, but they haven’t come over to introduce themselves. However, I haven’t made an effort to go over to them either, so I really can’t call them out on it.

From the flow of traffic going in and out of the place, I could tell business was positively booming for them. And from the looks of the karate moms and dads coming in, I knew karate lessons were not cheap. 

“I’m gonna do one more round with the coffee pot before we close.” Sage grabbed the pot and meandered around from table to table.

It was almost three—close to locking the doors and cleaning up. I poured Sage’s drink into her cup and watched Bess approaching the counter.

“Can I get a to-go cup for my latte?” She set her cup on the counter and smiled up at me. Bess was the head Moaner and one of my first customers.

“You sure can. How’s the meeting going today?”

“You know, discussing the mechanics of whether you can actually have sex on a bike while it’s moving, and if there really are twenty-something billionaire bachelors out there.”

I poured her latte into a to-go cup and snapped the lid on. “You in the market to trade in Joe?”

Bess threw her head back and laughed. “Only if you can promise the new one will be trained already. It took me twenty-nine years for Joe to finally learn how to put the toilet seat down. I couldn’t start over from scratch.” 

I handed her the cup. “Well, I’m sure Joe appreciates the fact that he’s not easily replaced.”

“Pfft. Half the time, the man doesn’t even realize I’m there or gone. Damn model trains consume him since he retired.”

“Then, I guess that gives you more time to read, right?”

“I guess you can look at it that way.” Bess pointed over her shoulder. “That kung fu place sure is loud today. Sounds like they’re actually beating the hell out of each other.”

“Really?” Over the banging and clanging I did making drinks, I didn’t hear much.

“Oh yeah. It’s not as bad as Saturdays, but we could definitely hear them today.”

“Maybe I’ll have to pay a visit to my new neighbors and have a little chat with them.”

Bess waved her hand at me. “Don’t worry about it, hon. Like I said, Saturdays are much worse. It just made Regina turn up her hearing aid a bit, and Rach talk a bit louder. No harm, no foul.” She winked and headed back to her table.

“Just let me know if you want me to go talk to them,” I hollered.

I turned around and leaned against the register. I had heard the karate place before, but that was normally later in the day after I closed. When the grunting and yelling would start, I just turned up my music a bit louder and tuned them out. I didn’t like that they were so loud during the day that my customers were unable to enjoy themselves.

“Refills are done; everyone knows last call is up.” Sage dropped the empty coffee pot in the sink and turned on the water. She plugged up the sink and squirted in a butt-load of soap. “What’s got you looking like a Debbie Downer?”

“Nothing really. Just thinking about the karate place.”

“You thinking of joining to learn how to kick some ass?”

“Negative. I’m pretty sure I’d break my whole body. You know I have the grace of a newborn giraffe.” 

“Then, why were you thinking of the four hunks next door?” Sage wiggled her eyebrows and turned off the water.

“Bess told me that they are really loud over there, and it was messing with their book club today. Hell, not just today. She said Saturdays are even worse.”

Sage waved her hand. “Please, those five cackle in the corner and are oblivious to anything except for the scorching hot sex in their books.”

Scorching hot sex was a pretty accurate description of what Bess and her group of ladies liked to read. Some of the covers on those books would make even a call girl blush. “Yeah, but still. Don’t you think I ought to say something? I mean, I’m sure they would complain if I was making too much noise over here.”

“I highly doubt that. From the looks of those four fine specimens of men, they don’t complain or ask, they just do and take.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “So then, what do I do?”

“Keep making coffee, and move the Moaners over to the other corner. Hell, put Frank in the corner. Half the time, he forgets to turn up his hearing aid. He won’t even hear them over there.”

I sighed and started taking apart the espresso machine for its daily cleaning. “How is that fair? They can be loud, obnoxious dill holes, and I have to move all of my customers around?”

Sage shook her head and dunked her hands into the soapy water. “Number one, we need to work on your insults. I’m not sure you calling them dill holes is as intimidating as you think.”

I grabbed the towel next to me and snapped it at Sage. “I’ll have to work on that. Now, tell me what number two is.”

She held up two soapy fingers and smirked. “Number two is, you go make nice with the head kung fu hunk.”

“Why?”

“Because if you don’t start trying to get laid, Frank’s son is going to start looking more and more appealing.”

I dropped some of the dirty machine parts into the water and grabbed a dry dish towel. “That is never going to happen, Sage.”

“Which one? Frank’s son, or the kung fu master?”

“Both. I’m not going to date Frank’s son, and I am not going to meet anyone over at the karate studio.”

Sage rolled her eyes and handed me a soapy mug. “Mmhmm, we’ll see about that.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” I set the dry mug on the counter.

“It just means you never know what is going to happen.”

I glanced at Sage from the corner of my eye, and couldn’t help but feel that she knew something I didn’t. Sage always seemed to be one step ahead of me, no matter how much I tried to keep my head up. “I’m afraid,” I mumbled.

Sage threw her head back and laughed. “Afraid of what?”

“I’m afraid of the smirk on your face and what you already know that I don’t know.”

Sage shook her head. “That was a mouth full.”

“And now you’re ignoring the fact that I know that you know something that I don’t know.”

Sage laughed. “Say know one more time for me.”

“No. And that’s not the know you want me to say, either.” I tossed the dish towel at her. “Just for that, you can do the dishes on your own, while I take inventory.”

“So, just like every other Monday, right?” Sage called.

I pushed open the door to the storeroom and flipped on the light. There wasn’t much storage room in the coffee shop, but I had figured creative ways to organize most everything into the small space—the extra bags of coffee beans, flavored syrups, and my overabundance of cups. I had an irrational fear of running out of cups. If I were to actually step back and think about it, I’m sure I had enough cups for at least half a year, lids included.

The storage room butted right up next to the karate studio, and I pressed my ear to the wall. It was quiet, and all I could hear was my own breathing. “You look like a dope right now, Mol,” I mumbled out loud. Thank the Lord there wasn’t anyone around to see.

I grabbed my clipboard I had hanging next to the door and stood in front of the shelving that stored all of the beans. 

This was my Zen time—where I could just take in the fact that everything I wanted for the past seven years was finally mine. Owning Java Spot was something I had dreamed about since I was a young teenager and had walked into the local coffee shop where I used to live. I loved the smell of coffee and the vibe of relaxing and just taking the time to stop, and breath. 

At least Java Spot used to be a calm place. Now, with all of the screaming and grunting coming from next door, I didn’t know how long it would be until more customers started complaining. I turned to look at the wall and tilted my head. Maybe Bess was just too sensitive. I had never heard any screaming before. Maybe it was all in her head. 

“Molly,” Sage called. “I’m gonna lock up, finish the dishes, and then I gotta run to pick up Sam from school, okay?”

I peeked my head around the corner. “Leave the dishes, and just lock up on the way out.”

Sage took off her apron and draped it over the counter. “You sure? I still have fifteen minutes until I need to get him.” Sage had a five-year-old son who I absolutely adored. 

“Yes, I’m sure.” I waved her off. “I need to work on some new drinks anyway, so you doing the dishes I’m just going to dirty again doesn’t make sense. Go. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Sage hemmed and hawed for a minute before I finally pushed her out the door and threw the lock after her. Now it was time for the fun part of the day—finishing up inventory and then time to experiment. 

I really did have the best job, and I couldn’t ask for anything more.

**********
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Kellan

“Dude. How do you not have any furniture yet?”

Roman shrugged. “I got everything I need.”

I looked around the small studio apartment Roman moved into over six months ago and shook my head. “You have a TV, recliner, and a lamp.”

“Is there something wrong with that, Martha Stewart?”

I flipped him off and collapsed into the lone recliner. “I see you’re still in a shitty mood.”

Roman leaned against the wall. “I’m fine. Just fucking bored.”

“Try coming to the studio and working. You might not be so bored then.”

“It was fucking Sunday today. We were closed.”

I shook my head. “There is shit to do when we aren’t open for classes or lessons, you do know that, right?”

“You know I’m not down with doing fucking paperwork. That’s your shit to do.”

“So, I assume washing down the mats and mopping the floors is my shit too, huh?” I spent all day washing down the mats while Dante had mopped and vacuumed the floors. I was sorer from crawling around on the mats than after an intense workout.

Roman waved me off. “I didn’t know you were doing that shit today.”

I sighed. Roman was going to drive me to drink. “What the fuck is your deal, man? You know the third Sunday of the month we clean the studio from top to bottom. Been that way for the past six months.”

“You come over here just to lecture me? Because you could have done this shit over the phone instead of sitting in my only chair to do it.”

I didn’t want to come over here and act like Roman’s dad, but he needed to figure out what he was doing. We all agreed six months ago that this was what we all wanted, but now Roman was acting like a sullen teenager who was being forced to do his chores all of the time. I had signed up to start a business, not be his fucking babysitter. “I came over here to try to figure out where your head is.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“It means if you wanna be part of Powerhouse, then fucking be there. We decided to do this together, but it seems all you’re doing is collecting a paycheck while Dante, Tate, and I do all the fucking work.”

“I miss one day, and don’t scrub the fucking mats with you, and suddenly you think I’m just there for the fucking money?”

I stood up and paced the length of the living room. “Yesterday wasn’t the first day you’ve missed, Roman. You fucking know that. I know we all don’t have to be there every day, but your days off outnumber your days working.”

“You want me to start punching the fucking time clock? We’ll see how much I really am there then,” he sneered.

I ran my fingers through my hair. This wasn’t what I fucking wanted. Roman was my best friend, and all I wanted to do was run a kick-ass karate school with three of the best black belts I knew. “Just fucking be there, Roman. And if you don’t want to be there, just say it.”

Roman pushed off the wall and fell into the recliner. He grabbed the remote off the floor and turned on the TV. “I’ll see you tomorrow, three o’clock.”

“Classes don’t start until five.”

“I’ll be there at fucking three. I’ll do my penance by washing the windows.”

I sighed heavily. “That all you fucking got out of this?”

Roman turned up the volume on the TV.

I threw my hands up and stalked out the door. “See ya later, dick,” I called. I slammed the door behind me and leaned against the wall outside his apartment.

When did life go from fun and just living, to having to be a fucking boss? I glanced at my watch. It was only half past six, and I knew what I needed to do.

Head back to the studio and beat the hell out of a punching bag. Too bad I was going to imagine it was Roman’s head.

**********
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Molly

“Done,” I sang out as I dried the last coffee cup.

It was well past closing time, and I was once again talking to myself. It had been a busy day with Sage having the day off, and I had managed to man the register and the coffee machine with ease. Thankfully, I had an amazing group of customers who were okay with waiting a couple extra minutes to get their coffee.

I leaned against the counter and tossed the dish towel in the laundry basket I had on the floor. I needed to do one load of laundry, but I really wasn’t feeling it. I rolled my shoulders and knew a hot bath when I got home was going to be the only thing I would be doing before falling into bed. Laundry would have to wait until tomorrow.

Gavin Degraw crooned from the speakers piped in throughout the cafe, and I looked around, making sure I had finished everything I absolutely had to do. 

The specials board was washed clean of last week's specials, and now boasted the all new concoctions I had dreamed up. I knew the Mint Iced Coffee was going to be a big hit with the soccer and karate moms, and the new flavored teas were going to help bring in more of the yoga crowd. I was constantly tweaking the menu, hoping to find that one drink people went crazy for.

I tilted my head to the side and stared at the wall connected to the karate school. “Holy balls.”

I heard it—screaming. Although, screaming wasn’t the right word. It was more like grunting and weird syllables being yelled. So that was what Bess had been talking about. 

Yesterday, I had been so busy that I hadn’t been able to hear myself think, let alone listen for strange noises being bellowed. Now that I was all alone, I could hear it loud and clear. I slowly walked into the storage closet and shut the door. 

“What in the hell?’ I whispered. I could hear the grunting, but now I could also hear something that sounded like pounding. 

“Ta, aye!”

Okay, now I was beyond confused. What was going on over there? I was utterly clueless when it came to anything with karate, and well, any sport actually, but I had to wonder, did he have to be so loud? On top of the grunting, and pounding, his music vibrated the wall with its throbbing bass.

I stepped back and clutched my hand to my chest as a loud booming scream ripped through the wall, and I knew exactly what Bess had been talking about.

“Shit.” What was I supposed to do now? I couldn’t not say anything. Maybe they didn’t know they were so loud. I grabbed my clipboard and wrote down the time and date.

I was too exhausted to put any thought into this right now. Maybe today was just a fluke. The grunting stopped, but the pounding bass still shook the walls. I hung up my clipboard and walked out of the storage closet. The music was barely audible by the time I made it to the register. I turned around and jumped when the grunting started again.

Either someone was getting the shit beat out of them, or they were actually working out some frustration right now. A shot of espresso would probably do them some good.

I dropped my dirty apron in the laundry basket, turned off all of the lights, and shuffled to the door with the basket under my arm. 

After locking up behind me, I headed to my car. I knew I was going to have to say something to the karate school, but today was not going to be that day. 

My bed was calling my name, and nothing was going to keep from sleeping like the dead tonight. 

Not even grunting, macho kung fu dudes.

**********
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Kellan

“One more time. This time, loud and give it everything you’ve got.”  I slammed the blockers together, and the three lines of twenty-five kids ran through their delta combo. Tate and Roman wove in and out of the kids, watching each student and stopping where more instruction was needed.

Roman had made it a point to be here every day since I ripped into him on Sunday. Four days in a row where he was here early and didn’t bitch about anything was pretty damn impressive.

“All right, take a knee!” I hollered over the excited chatter around the room. “We are two weeks out from belt graduation. I should have a lot more homework coming in than this. The pretest is this Thursday. You need to have all of your stripes, homework, and the sheet from your teacher filled out completely if you want to test.” Most of the kids groaned except for the few who had already turned in their homework. Tate and Roman stood behind the kids with their arms folded over their chest and shook their heads. “Get it done, or no new belt. Everyone up,” I commanded. “And bow.”

We all bowed, and after twenty-five sets of high tens and milling around finding coats, shoes, and bags, all the students and parents wandered out.

“You do know if we keep getting new students like we are, we’re going to have to start having separate classes.” Tate was laid out on the mat, his arms held up as he twirled a kama in each hand.

“We’d have to even if we weren’t getting new white belts. Half of the class is moving onto level two this next belt graduation.” I grabbed the stack of attendance cards off the small podium in the corner. Each student had their own attendance card that they needed to give a black belt each time they made it to class. Each student had to make it to at least sixteen classes over the course of two months as part of being able to move onto the next belt color. We offered four classes a week, so to make it to sixteen in two months wasn’t much of a hassle. It was when they moved onto levels three and four when things got much harder with the requirement of thirty classes.

Tate stopped spinning the kamas and sat up. “Oh shit, you’re right.”

“How the hell are we going to do that?” Roman asked. He grabbed his bo staff and started doing left-right-lefts, spinning the bo around.

I shook my head. “It’s not going to be that big of an adjustment. In the long run, it’ll be easier for us. Right now, we really need three of us here for classes.”

Tate snickered. “Except when we all bail on you.”

“Yeah, except then,” I agreed. “After we split the classes, two instructors will be more than doable.”

“Until you get ten more white belts walking through the door,” Roman mumbled.

Tate resumed spinning the kamas sitting up. “I’m thankful for each white belt that walks onto this mat. Means my electricity bill is going to be paid this month.”

“True that,” I agreed.

Roman tossed his bo in the air, spun around, and caught it behind his back. “You guys ever miss the tournaments?” He continued throwing and catching the bo effortlessly. Roman had definitely become the man to beat when it came to bo staff.

“What are you talking about? There's a tournament three weeks from today you can enter, Ro.” Tate tossed up a kama, pointed over his shoulder with his empty hand, and caught the kama in the air on the kama he had in his other hand. “First place is fifty bucks,” Tate snickered.

Roman shook his head. “Anyone ever tell you you’re a dumbass?”

Tate stopped spinning his kama and pointed it at Roman. “So, do you store your bo up your ass? Because that would explain the stick you have shoved up there.”

Roman tossed his bo on the ground and advanced on Tate. “I’m going to enjoy kicking your fucking ass,” he rumbled.

“Knock it off,” I called. I turned, bowed to the mat, and walked backward to the office. “I don’t want to clean blood off the mat.”

Roman growled, clasped his fists at his sides, and glared down at Tate who had fallen back laughing at Roman. “I’ll catch you in sparring next week,” he warned.

I shook my head and turned into the office. I didn’t have time to babysit Tate and Roman to make sure they didn’t kill each other. I dropped the attendance cards on the desk and sorted them out into three piles. 

“You’re gonna have to add orange to that pile in a couple of weeks.”

I glanced up and saw Dante walk through the front door with two bags full of fast food in his hands. “Yeah, we were just talking about that.” I sat down and grabbed a pen. “About time you fucking showed up.”

Dante set a soda down in front of me and tossed a straw at me. “You’re welcome.”

“And what am I thanking you for?”

“Because I passed on signing a contract with that space Tate and I looked at last weekend.” Dante sat on the couch in the corner of the office and started pulling food out of the bags.

I ripped the wrapper off my straw and stabbed it into my cup. “You finally come off your high thinking you were going to be the next huge name in karate.”

Dante slid a burger across the desk to me. “Powerhouse is going to be the next big name in karate. Once word gets out of how we are running things, everyone is going to be beating down the door to come train with us. There's going to come a time where we aren’t going to have to take on any Tom, Dick, or Harry that walks through the door.”

I pushed the burger to the side and shook my head. “I’ll be happy if things just keep going the way they are.”

“Come on, Kel. You’re telling me that you don’t hope to one day be as well-known as any one of those top five teams out there competing right now?”

I looked up and leveled a glare at Dante. “We were well-known, Dante. We were the top four on the circuit. We opened Powerhouse because we were done with all of that. Now you’re telling me you want to go back?”

Dante shook his head “No, I personally don’t want to be competing. I want to be the guy sitting on the sidelines, that when someone walks by claps me on the shoulder and tells me how amazing Powerhouse is.”

“So, you wanna be Jim. The guy we all grew to hate by the time we left.”

Dante ripped off a huge bite of his burger. “In theory. Jim was always an ass, we were just blinded by his sell of becoming famous.”

If that wasn’t the truth. Jim, the owner of Cornerstone M.A., sold Tate, Roman, Dante, and me a dream that was hard to pass up. But in the end, we had all received what Jim had promised, but it sure wasn’t as glamorous as he portrayed it to be. Five years being on top felt like ten years. I pointed at Dante. “Rule number one, don’t turn into Jim.”

“Ugh, we talking about that asshole again?” Tate leaned against the doorframe. “If I never hear that name again, it’ll be too soon.”

Dante tossed a bag at Tate. “Word is he’s on the prowl for the next big thing. Don’t be surprised if you see him sooner than you would like.”

“He’ll find some young kid to corrupt and start the cycle all over again,” I mumbled.

We had all came up under Jim, and while we had him to thank for helping us hone our skills, we also had him to thank for burning us out of competing. 

Tate opened the bag of food and
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