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NO MATTER WHAT, TROUBLE always comes round.

Troy is a simple man. He loves three things more than anything else in this world: his job, his bike, and his mother. But when Sadie Powers, a beautiful young woman, starts coming to the gym he owns, he thinks he might have found number four on that list.
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UNTIL A DARK FORCE lurking in the shadows threatens to pull the two of them apart.
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Sadie

“What did you say?”

The growl of his voice sent shivers up my spine. And not the good kind. As I stared into the eyes of a man who really needed to be my ex, I felt paralyzed. Frozen. The anger in his dark-brown eyes. The way his lips practically snarled at me. I knew he didn’t like what I had to say. Leaving him, and all that.

But I had to get away.

“I told you, Luke. I can’t do this anymore. It’s over.”

I hated how my voice wavered at the end of that sentence.

“You don’t sound too sure. Have you been talking to Uma again?”

I snickered. “I always talk to Uma. She’s my roommate.”

He took a step toward me. “You know what I mean. Don’t you dare twist my words. You know how I can’t stand that.”

“We’re toxic. This isn’t working. It hasn’t worked in a while.”

“Well, if you’d put out instead of—”

“This has nothing to do with our sex life.”

“It has everything to do with our sex life!”

The bellowing of his voice whooshed his breath by my ears. It pummeled my face, and it reminded me of the latest incident. The one that left me with marks on my arms. I felt them puckering at the memory. How Luke got upset at my being late for dinner. How he gripped me. Pinned me against the wall.

The anger had become more frequent. And I couldn't do this any longer.

“Luke, please listen.”

He cocked his head. “For months, you haven't listened to me. Why the fuck should I listen to you?”

I scoffed. “I mean, listen to my words. Not, ‘obey my every command.’”

“Well, if you didn’t have such a reputation for fucking shit up, I wouldn't have to tell you what to do!”

“Then, if you're so unhappy, why fight me on this?! We’re done, Luke. I’ll come by for my things later. But we’re finished.”

I turned on the heel of my foot and walked away from his door. But a strong grip landed around my wrist. Something yanked me back. He yanked me back. And as my body fell against his, I scrambled to get away from him.

“Luke, stop it.”

He wrapped his free arm around my waist.

“Not until we talk.” He glowered.

“Let me—let me go!”

“Stop fighting me, Sadie. I’m tired of you fighting me all the damn time.”

“Let me go!” I shrieked.

I jammed my heel into his toe and he hissed in pain. I pushed his touch away and started off the porch again. But it was as if he wasn’t getting the picture. Tears of fear rushed my eyes. His hands gripped my upper arms, opening up the bruises that had just healed over.

“Luke, you’re hurting me.” I whimpered.

And as he whipped me around, his voice fell heavily against my ears.

“Maybe if you’re in pain, you’ll listen. Because damn it, after putting up with all your shit, I deserve for you to hear me out.”

He slammed me against his front door and I fought as hard as I could. Tears streamed down my cheeks, and I felt angry at showing weakness in front of this man. He glared at me. He transformed into a creature I didn’t recognize. A man he hadn’t been at the beginning of our relationship.

“Stop struggling and listen to me!” he exclaimed through gritted teeth.

“No!” I shrieked.

I dug my heel into his foot again and his hands weakened against my skin. I slipped away from him and toed out of my heels, rushing back toward my car. Tears blurred my vision. I shoved my hand into my purse and quickly unlocked my car. I opened my door and whipped around, watching as Luke stumbled off the porch. So, I dipped into my car and locked myself inside it just as his fist came down against the glass.

“Open this door!”

I shook my head. “No. I won’t.”

“Sadie Marie, if you don’t open this da—”

“Touch me again, or yell at me, and I’m calling the cops. Do you hear me?”

Luke’s nostrils flared, but he stopped yelling.

“Good. It’s done. There is no more ‘us.’ You can keep my stuff. Burn it, for all I care. I’m never coming back to this house. And if I ever see you at my place—if you ever show up—I’m calling the cops. I’ll tell Uma all about this too. So she knows to call if she sees you. Mark my words, Luke, I’ll throw your ass in jail if it means getting away.”

I cranked up the car and sped out of the driveway. And the way he hopped around on his foot told me I’d run over the damn thing. Good. Fucking asshole. He didn’t have a bone in his body I didn’t want to back over with my tires. I skidded backward across the road, cutting my tire to the right. And as I sped off in the direction of my own place, my heart slammed against my chest. Blood rushed through my ears. Panic settled in my veins as the pain in my arms came back to the forefront.

“Holy shit.” I breathed.

I swallowed hard. I white-knuckled the steering wheel as I gazed up to the rearview mirror. I saw Luke’s house fading into the background. I saw the silhouette of his body standing in the middle of the road. And I envisioned the look on his face. Upset. Frustrated. Disappointed.

Lethal.

“At least you got out,” I murmured to myself.

The bruises on my arms were all I needed. I didn’t want to stick around with someone like Luke. Well, someone like Luke had turned into. He wasn’t always that way. He was kind. Romantic. Considerate. Loving. These past few months had been a whirlwind, though. And after he left behind those bruises against my skin, I told myself it was over. I told myself I had to try and find a way to end it.

Thank heavens, I did.

I wasn't going to stick around and let a man like that kill me. Or beat me into submission. Or convince me I wasn’t good enough for anyone else. I had a little more sense than that. Not much, but enough to know when to get out. My mother had been in one of those relationships. Back before my father. Back before she met my dad. It took her so long to heal. And even to this day, she had nightmares. Even to this day, I could remember the first time I caught my mother crying at five in the morning at the kitchen table. With my father rubbing her back and whispering something about “a dream” and “not real.”

Now, he needs to accept that it’s over.

As I drove through town, all sorts of memories bombarded my mind. Detroit had always been my home. I grew up on the outskirts in a quaint town called Warren, about thirty minutes outside of the Detroit inner district. But, after I graduated college, I moved closer to the city. I moved more inland while my parents moved away from it. First, to a small town called Washington. Then out of the state altogether. They sold their home, sold all of their cars except one, and bought a cabin in upstate Wisconsin.

Where they enjoyed their snow, lived off lake fishing and hunting, and were enjoying their retirement days.

I sighed as I came to my apartment complex. I hated that place. But they were nice places. Three bedrooms, two bathrooms. Just shy of fifteen hundred square feet. Between Uma and me, we rented that kind of space for what most people rented per month for half that kind of space. It was a great deal, Uma and I got along fantastically, and it wasn’t too far from my office.

At Detroit Metro Times.

I passed by my apartment complex and kept driving. I didn’t know why. I knew I needed to go home and get some rest. But I was still buzzing with energy. Nervous, excited, and fearful. I drew in a deep breath as I took a right at the light, coming up the road that ran behind my apartment. My eyes darted around as I looked for something to get into. Ice cream, or maybe a quaint bar. Somewhere that I could relax.

I came to a stop at the stoplight and looked around. There wasn’t much, which was ironic. Detroit was nothing, if not crowded with stores. And places to live. And shelters of all sorts. I turned on my right-hand blinker and prepared to turn. Ready to wrap around the apartment building and go home. I had ice cream in the freezer. And if Uma hadn’t finished off that bottle of wine, I had something to drink to go with it. But, as I turned the corner, something came into view.

A building I hadn’t seen before.

“What the—?”

The fresh sign blinked with neon lights. The orange-and-yellow sign caught my eye as I slowed down. Cars honked their horns and rushed around me, flicking me off as usual. Everyone in this town was always in such a rush. Much different from Warren, when I was a child.

Physical Bliss

Odd name for a gym, but the sign made me turn in. I parked in the parking lot and got out of my car, making my way for the front door. My old gym near my work had shut down. Which had left me without a membership for a few months now. I hadn’t had time to search for a new place. Especially since most of the places around here were out of my price range. But, with this gym being right outside my back door, I could spare a little more for a monthly membership.

Nightly kickboxing classes, $60 per night. With monthly membership, free.

“Kickboxing,” I whispered.

I looked at the pink sign and read the fine print. Well, what little fine print there was. I had to sign up for a monthly membership that dedicated me to an entire year at forty bucks a month. My eyebrows rose. That’s a damn fine offer from a gym in Detroit. Was it infested with bed bugs? Did it come with free influenza every year? Did the protein drinks they sold from their advertised juice bar contain complimentary mold?

Can’t hurt to check it out.

I opened the door and walked inside. The smell of disinfectant and sweaty feet hit my nose. But every gym smelled like that. Men and women of all shapes, ages, and races walked by me. Huffing, puffing, and smiling after their workouts. I looked through the windowpanes behind the main counter. I saw people diving off platforms and into the crystal clear pool water. I heard kids giggling as a very chipper woman walked by, leading them on a scavenger hunt around the gym.

“Day care comes free with monthly enrollment.”

I whipped around at the sound of the woman’s voice.

“What?” I asked.

“Day care. If you have kids. It comes with the enrollment if you go with the second tier.”

I blinked. “I don’t have children.”

“Well, then there are a great many more things you can cash in on with our second tier.”

“I’m sorry, second what?”

She smiled. “Our memberships. They’re arranged in tiers. The first tier is thirty dollars a month, and it comes with access to the pool, our locker rooms, saunas, and the gyms.”

“You have saunas here?”

“Yes, we do. Our second tier is forty dollars a month, and that comes with many of our weekly and daily classes, access to everything tier one has, as well as two free drinks from our juice bar a month.”

“And the childcare.”

She nodded. “And the childcare, for those that need it.”

“Do you have a third tier?”

She smiled even brighter, somehow. “Oh, yes we do. That’s one hundred dollars a month, but it comes with everything from tiers one and two, plus some. Every class, access to every amenity, twenty-four seven access to two of our gym rooms with a specialized code we personalize for every member, and two free drinks a week from the juice bar.”

“Wow. That’s a great deal.”

“It is. Shall I get you signed up? Or would you like a tour?”

I pointed to the sign. “The kickboxing classes.”

She nodded. “Yes. Sixty bucks a pop, unless you sign up for a year-long membership billed monthly from our tier-two program.”

“Can I switch the childcare out for something else?”

“Unfortunately, our tiers aren’t customizable like that. But, we are working on those options. They’re due to be released summer of next year. And if you’re already a member, I can tell you that you'll be able to get a discount on the price of customizing your own plan.”

I grinned. “You get a commission off this sale, don’t you?”

She shook her head. “No, ma’am. I just have a passion for this place. I’d like to think we’re revolutionizing what a gym can give its community.”

I nodded. “Fair enough. It’s good to be passionate about something.”

And I was passionate about defending myself against Luke. Should he ever pop up again.

“How can I help over here? No offense, but you look positively overwhelmed.”

I turned my head and looked at an older woman walking over. She had jet-black hair with streaks of natural white. The crow’s-feet around her eyes accented their icy blue. She had on a leather jacket, of all things. And the jeans she wore were tight around her toned legs. Holy hell, she looked phenomenal. I could only pray to look half as good when I got to be her age.

“Miss Nichols, this is...?”

I stuck my hand out. “Sadie. Sadie Marie Powers.”

The older woman shook my hand. “Well, Sadie Marie Powers, welcome to my gym.”

“Wait, what?”

She grinned, dropping my hand. “Yep. I own this place. With my son, of course. I run the backend maintenance things. Hiring, and such. And he deals with the advertising. Teaching some of the classes. Organizing summer events. Things of that nature.”

“He’d be your kickboxing instructor.” The bubbly woman interjected.

“Ah, looking at those classes?” Miss Nichols asked.

“Just looking. I haven’t made a decision yet.”

“Well, how about this. You take the class tonight, free of charge. See how you like it. It starts in thirty minutes
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