
  
    [image: Fight It Out]
  


  
    
      FIGHT IT OUT

      BOOKS 1-4 BOX SET

    

    
      
        TERRA KELLY

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TABLE OF CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Volume 1

        

        
          
            Survive

          

          
            Synopsis

          

          
            Dedication

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

        

      

      
        
          Volume 2

        

        
          
            Unbroken

          

          
            Synopsis

          

          
            Dedication

          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

        

      

      
        
          Volume 3

        

        
          
            Temptation

          

          
            Synopsis

          

          
            Dedication

          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Volume 4

        

        
          
            Protected

          

          
            Synopsis

          

          
            A Special Note

          

          
            Dedication

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Books In Series

          

          
            A note from the author

          

          
            Join Our Newsletter!

          

          
            Subscription

          

          
            About Terra Kelly

          

          
            Books by Terra Kelly

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            VOLUME ONE

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SURVIVE

          

          BOOK ONE

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SYNOPSIS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It’s not just about winning the championship title in this gritty romantic suspense.

      

        

      
        My father made sure my life was built on lies.

      

        

      
        Everything about my past was created to protect me. I just don’t know why.

      

        

      
        Former fighter, Julian Moore, used to grace my TV one too many times, and I secretly had posters of him on my walls.

      

        

      
        Now, he may be the only one I can trust and he’s vowed to stand by my side no matter what. I want to believe him.

      

        

      
        My father’s secrets brought Julian and me together–a secret that I have yet to uncover.

      

        

      
        I was never given control of my past, but now it’s time to take control of my future.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To Sissy, because Lily and Charlie remind me of you and I when we had to share a room for so many years. I love you.
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      “Grab her knee. Grab her knee,” my father yelled. “Get out of there. Get out of there.”

      It was easier to yell the words, but to be in the hold—that was different. My face was bathed in my opponents sweat as I struggled to free myself from a triangle choke. It was the one position I hated, and somehow, I always managed to get my body tangled into it.

      “Shit,” I mumbled, struggling to free my body right as Cheyanne wrapped her leg tighter around my neck. I locked eyes with my father and gave him a look he knew all too well. Then I tapped my hand on her shoulder.

      My body fell out of Cheyanne’s hold like a rag doll. I rolled onto my back and took in several deep breaths and then let them out slowly. The referee leaned over, and I could vaguely hear what he was saying. His words sounded like an echo off in the distance. I nodded my head, but I had no idea what I was agreeing to.

      Closing my eyes, I just wanted to have these few seconds alone before I had to admit defeat. I was tired of losing and fucking hated that damn choke hold.

      “Lily, honey, you okay?” My father knelt down beside me and brushed his hand over my forehead.

      “Yeah,” I croaked. My throat felt closed off after being sandwiched together. “Yeah, Dad, I’m fine.”

      “Come on, you need to get up.” He towered over me and reached out his hand.

      I took what he offered and jumped up. “I’m sorry.”

      He pulled me in for a hug. “We’ll talk about it later.” My dad was always too serious during a fight, and I knew “talk about it later” meant long hours going over what I did wrong. Something I was not looking forward to.

      Cheyanne suddenly appeared in front of me and wrapped her arms tightly around my neck, resting her forehead on mine. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Good fight,” I said, trying to sound happy for her. She nodded and walked over to her team.

      After every fight ended, everything happened so fast it was always hard to keep up. The referee let me know where to stand, and then the announcer shared the standings. Cheyanne had won by only two points. I had won the first round. We tied the second round. Then she killed it in the third because of my favorite hold. I needed to find someone to teach me how to get out of the hold. Who, though?

      As the referee lifted Cheyanne’s hand, I wanted to sink down out of sight. A part of me felt I should’ve won. Hell, I’d started fighting the same day I took my first steps. Plus, my father is the great Johnny “The Punisher” Adams. He got that nickname after his second fight, which was a rematch. Let’s just say, the guy never wanted to fight my father again. So, you can only imagine what it was like growing up with a man whose nickname was The Punisher. So why was I standing here without my hand up in the air? Fucking triangle choke hold.

      Jake walked up and wrapped a towel around my neck. “You with us?”

      I buried my face in the cotton and brushed it back and forth. “Yeah, I think.”

      “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      “Really?” I said, lifting my head.

      Jake was my coach, but it was only temporary. He didn’t know I was looking for a new coach, well, a new everything. If I wanted to win Bantamweight, it was never going to happen at the rate I was going.

      “Yeah, really.” Jake rolled his eyes.

      “Five.”

      “You know that’s four. What’s your deal, Lily?”

      “I lost.”

      “Yeah, and you let yourself get into your own head again.”

      “What’s that shit supposed to mean?”

      “I know how much you hate the triangle hold.”

      “So, I can hate something and not be up in my head at the same time.”

      “We’ll discuss it later.”

      “I’d rather not,” I said sharply and turned to leave the octagon. As I stepped down onto the last step, I noticed my father leaning against the outside of the ring, clutching the side of his head with a pained expression. “Dad.” I reached out at the same moment he fell to the floor. “Somebody call nine one one.”
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        * * *

      

      There was a barrage of hospital employees running in and out of my father’s room. I was sitting in the corner with a cold pack over my eye, watching as the nurses quickly took care of him.

      The moment he fell to the ground outside the octagon, he became unresponsive.

      Charlie grabbed my hand. “He’ll be okay, Lils.”

      My best friend was always optimistic.

      I continued to gnaw at my nails like they were my last supper. “I don’t get it. He seemed fine all day.”

      Just then a man in maybe his sixties stepped in front of me. “Are you a family member?”

      “Yes, she is,” Charlie said, nudging me.

      “Huh, yeah, I’m his daughter, Lily Waters.” I didn’t use my father’s last name because I wanted to build my career all on my own. Lately, I was doubting my decision and contemplating changing it back to Lily Adams?

      The doctor pulled a chair over and sat down in front of me. “Has your father complained of having headaches lately?”

      It took me a moment to answer. I thought about the last several weeks. He was at every one of my practices leading up to this fight. Never once did he complain or seem in distress.

      “No.”

      “His eyes are dilated, which can indicate several things. I want to run a CT Scan.”

      “Will you do it now?”

      “Yes, I just need your approval and we can take him up.”

      “Whatever you need to do.” I felt my body start to shake. “Can we stay here?”

      “Yes, we’ll bring him back as soon as we finish. We should have some results immediately.”

      I didn’t know what to say so I just nodded. Charlie wrapped her arms around my body and rested her head on my shoulder. “C, he’s never said if he was in pain. He would tell me, right?”

      “Well, it is your dad we’re talking about.”

      “Yeah, Mr. ‘I’m fine.’”

      The one nurse with short red hair placed her hand on my shoulder. “We’re taking your dad now. If you need anything just let me know.”

      “Thank you.”

      My mind started playing tricks on me, and I let myself believe something was terribly wrong. The moment I thought about life without my dad, I felt like puking. I ran to the small bathroom in the room and knelt down beside the toilet. As I heaved, I cried.

      “Lils, you can’t do this to yourself. What if the tests come back, and he has a clean bill of health?”

      I heaved once more and sat back on the balls of my feet. “Charlie, I feel it. I know something’s wrong.” I buried my head in my hands and lost it once more.

      “Miss Waters?”

      I whirled around to see the doctor standing in the doorway. “Yes.”

      “We need to talk.”
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      “Hey, Dad.” I rested my hands on the rope lining the ring. “Do you feel ready to practice with me?” After a fight, I needed to get back in the ring immediately and figure out what went wrong. Then my team and I always looked at ways to tweak my positions.

      After the incident, my dad stayed in the hospital for two days but then insisted he needed to get home. I’m not sure what he was running home to, but after several terse words, the doctor caved.

      The doc made me promise to keep a close watch on him, but this was The Punisher we were talking about. He did not want me to stay at his house. If I called, he made it clear it better be about a fight or what’s for dinner. It almost felt like he wanted to forget about what the doctor told him that night.

      But the truth was Dad’s CT scan showed he had a tumor in his frontal lobe. It was more than likely the headaches were because of the size of the damn thing. It was hard to know how long it had been there, especially because he had no signs or symptoms leading up to the collapse.

      “No, I think I’ll just watch today.” He smiled and sat down on the bench.

      I noticed Jake walk over and sit down next to him. Pushing off the rope, I headed over to the center of the ring and started to practice solo. As their voices became higher than my music blasting in my ears, I pulled out my earbuds and turned. Dad was inches from Jake, and his face was the color of a ripe tomato.

      “Dad, you okay?” I yelled.

      “Lily, this guy keeps talking about your fight and where you need to improve.”

      “Okay, he should be doing that.”

      He looked up at me with wide eyes. “Who is he?”

      It felt like the wind had just been knocked out of me. “Dad, that’s my manager.”

      “I thought that was my job?”

      Something felt off. “You help and I always rely on your input.”

      “But.”

      “But, Jake is my manager. You insisted we hire him two years ago. You don’t remember?”

      He sat back down on the bench and rested his head in his hands. “No, I don’t,” he whispered.

      I jumped down from the ring and made my way over. I rested my hand on his thigh. “Hey, it’s okay. Do you want me to take you home?”

      He sounded distant when he finally spoke. “No, I’ll be fine.” As he stood up to leave, he turned and looked at me. “Your mom would love to see you. Will you be stopping by soon?”

      I sucked in a breath, unable to speak. His words caught me off guard. My mom died when I was fourteen. “You sure you’re okay to drive?”

      “I’m fine.” He insisted.

      “Um, okay.” I felt a little unsure at my decision to let him leave on his own. “I’ll stop by tonight. How does that sound?”

      “Good, that would be good.” He smiled and turned to leave.

      “Lily,” Jake was behind me. “What was that all about?”

      It was time to tell everyone the truth.

      Rubbing my hands together and clearing my throat, I stood up and faced my team. They had gathered around most likely because my dad’s actions were confusing.

      I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “So,” I started to say. “Shit.”

      “Lily, just spit it out,” Jake said. “The longer you wait, the harder it will be.”

      I knew he was right, but my pause was because it was me who had to finally admit the true reality of the situation. Denial was such an easier friend to have.

      “Yeah, okay, spitting it out.” I lifted my head and glanced at everyone’s faces. “Dad has a brain tumor.”

      The room went silent.

      Charlie had just walked into the gym. “What did I miss?”

      “I’m letting them know about Dad.”

      “Oh, Lils.” She dropped her bag down in the middle of the room. “Sweetie.” She pulled my body in and wrapped her arms tightly around my waist. “It’ll be okay, I promise.”

      “Hey.” Jake nudged my side. “So what now?”

      “The tumor he has is too big and it’s inoperable,” I said through clenched teeth.

      “Which means what?” one of the fighters asked.

      “We wait.” I stepped out of Charlie’s hold and made my way back into the ring. “Anyone up for another round?”

      No one said a word.

      “Okay, fine.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Here’s the thing. I don’t know how to absorb this. Like, it doesn’t feel real yet.” I lifted my head. “I do need to let these emotions out somehow. So, anyone willing to be that fighter?”

      “Yeah, I will,” Jake said, stepping forward. “Whatever you need.”

      That was the first time I did not have the desire to punch my manager.
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        * * *

      

      “Lily, hey,” Jake said, grabbing a hold of my arm.

      “What,” I barked and pulled out of his grasp.

      “Hey, you’re exhausted. Why don’t you take a break?”

      I don’t know what had come over me. I felt angry. Not at Jake but at the world. Seeing my dad in that state of mind shook me to my core. He’d always been my rock. The one person I knew I could count on for anything.

      As I threw each punch, I let my mind wander back to high school when I’d won my first fight. My dad had been there yelling different cues even then. Every fight had always been with him.

      My body felt spent. Every muscle ached. Yet, I didn’t want to stop because I knew the moment I stopped, I would feel again.

      “Let’s just get some water.” Jake stepped away.

      “Whatever.” I jumped out of the ring and went over to the heavy bag. I let my body take over, landing one punch after another on the leather surface.

      “Need help?” Charlie wrapped her arms around the bag to steady it.

      I didn’t say a word

      “You know, it is wine o’clock.”

      “What?” I said, breathing heavily.

      “Well, you have been at this for two hours.” Charlie shrugged. “I was thinking a plate of nachos and a tall glass of wine might make you feel better.”

      “You know I don’t drink.”

      “It was just a suggestion.”

      “But the nachos.”

      She burst out laughing. “Those got your attention? You are off your diet and have a little wiggle room to splurge.”

      I brushed the back of my hand across my forehead trying to get the sweat out of my eyes.

      It felt quiet, almost too quiet. Glancing around, I noticed everyone was gone. “Where is everybody?”

      “Jake sent them home.”

      “Why?”

      “He figured you needed some time alone.”

      I plopped down on the mat and crossed my legs in front of me. “I don’t know what to do, C?”

      She sat down opposite me. “About what?”

      “I feel helpless.”

      “Oh, sweetie, but you’re not.”

      “I just know if I stop for one moment the thought of losing Dad rolls into me like a tidal wave. I don’t know if I want to feel it yet.”

      “Have you spent much time with him?”

      “No, but in my defense he also doesn’t want me there.”

      “Lils, you have to talk to him. Don’t have any regrets.

      “I already do.”

      “About what?”

      “I lost my last fight, and it may be the last one with my dad.”

      “But you don’t know that.”

      She was right, I didn’t. I still felt scared to let go.
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      “Oh, cheesy goodness, how I love thee. Let me count the ways,” I joked and dipped a chip in the little bowl of sour cream.

      “Wait, try this.” Charlie reached for a squeeze bottle full of some sauce.

      I held my hands over the plate. “What is it?”

      She turned the bottle around to show me the label. “A barbecue sauce. I think they make it here, though. It’s so good.”

      Reaching for a chip with meat and cheese dripping over the sides, I squeezed a small amount on the top. Right before I popped the whole thing in my mouth, I noticed someone on the TV. My eyes were glued to the screen.

      Charlie leaned over. “What’s wrong?”

      I was watching the guy being interviewed. “Is that?”

      She swiveled around in her chair. “Oh, um–”

      “Right?” I grabbed my cell phone to look up the channel and who was being interviewed.

      “Is that? No, it couldn’t be.”

      “Well don’t keep it a secret.”

      She turned back and rested her arms on the table. “Julian Moore. Remember how he went into retirement early because of an injury.”

      “Holy shit, that is him.” I was shocked by how he looked. “Man, he’s bulked up since the last time I saw him.”

      “Yeah and I totally approve,” she said, fanning herself.

      I flagged the waitress down. “Is it possible to turn it up?” I said, pointing to the TV with Julian still filling the screen.

      “Oh sure, hold on,” the young woman said and ran over to the bartender.

      A few minutes later, Julian’s velvety voice made its way over to my table.

      “Damn.”

      Charlie rested her body against me. “Damn is right.”

      “My dad told me he worked with him once.”

      She leaned up. “Really? Only once?”

      “I guess.” I reached for another chip. “Dad said something about young fighters and how they don’t know anything.”

      “Your dad was always so grumpy.”

      I stopped with a chip halfway to my mouth. “Is.”

      “What?”

      “Is. He’s not dead yet, Charlie.”

      She looked shocked by my words. “I know. I didn’t mean it that way.”

      I leaned back in my chair. “Then what did you mean?”

      “That he can be grumpy.”

      I reached for a napkin and then wiped my mouth before pushing my chair back. “Listen, I need to go.”

      “Lils, you’re mixing up my words.”

      “It’s fine.” I bent down and kissed her cheek. “Talk to you tomorrow?”

      “Of course, but I don’t want you to leave angry at me.”

      “I’m not angry.”

      Charlie grabbed my hand and tugged me toward her. “You promise?” she asked while flashing her perfect puppy dog eyes.

      “Yes, totally fine, but that is quickly changing.”

      She pushed my body away. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow. I love you, Lils.”

      I brought my hand to my lips and sent her an air kiss as I walked out of the restaurant. Somehow I scored rock star parking and only needed to walk two feet from the front door. It was a good thing because after the workout I put myself through, my body was screaming.

      As I eased into the front seat and put my keys in the ignition, my hand froze. My mind wandered back to the day when my dad was sitting there at the gym confused. The realization hit me like a ton of bricks. He would forget me soon. I didn’t know how to absorb that thought. It was time to ignore his demands and get my ass over to his house.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Dad,” I yelled as I opened the backdoor that led into the kitchen. He had lived in the same house for easily thirty-five years. “Dad?”

      “I’m down here,” he said off in the distance.

      “Are you in the basement?”

      “Yup, come down here.”

      When Mom died, he pretty much pretended the room didn’t exist. The door was always kept closed. For a couple of my birthday parties, I would ask to have the celebration in the basement. He would give a look that basically meant the topic was not up for discussion.

      As I reached the bottom step, I stopped. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, just looking at a few things. Come here,” he said, reaching out his hand.

      I sat down beside him and leaned forward to get a better look at the photo album on his lap. I pointed at a picture. “Is that you and Mom?”

      “Yeah. I think we were twenty-four then. A couple years before we had you.”

      The room felt cold and damp, so I wrapped my arms around my body. There were three metal shelves up against the wall directly in front of me loaded with boxes. Plus, several more boxes were scattered around the big open space. Dad was sitting in the center of the room with photo albums and loose photos all around him.

      “I’m surprised to see you down here.”

      “I got home from the gym and had an urge to look at some old photos.”

      I touched my hand to his. “Dad.”

      “I’m sorry for what happened today, Lily.”

      “No, you don’t have to apologize.” I turned my body to face him. “The doc said you would have weird moments. I guess that was one of them.”

      “Yeah, but what if my memory doesn’t come back the next time?”

      “We’ll attack it just like we do everything else: together.” He stayed silent at my words. “Show me more photos of you and Mom.”

      He reached beside him and pulled five large albums onto his lap. “What kind of time do you have?”

      “All the time in the world.”
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        * * *

      

      “Lily.” I heard my name yelled from down the hall. I sat up in the small twin bed and looked around. “Lily.” Finally my mind was on track, and I registered where I was. My dad’s house. He let me stay the night. Well, technically he didn’t have a choice because we were up till two looking at old photos.

      “I’m coming.” I stumbled out of bed and ran toward his room. As I pushed the door back, I sucked in a breath, scared to see what was on the other side.

      “Lily, help.”

      My dad was sitting on the edge of the bed, clutching his head. I squatted down in front of him and rested my hands on his thighs. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “I’m struggling to see, and my head feels like it may explode.”

      There was a sweatshirt resting on the arm of a chair. I grabbed it and threw it on. “Come on, let’s get you to the hospital.” He rested his arm over my shoulders and stood up. “Are you okay to walk?”

      “I’ll have to be, right?”

      “No, I can call the ambulance.”

      “Let’s do this together.”

      I practically carried him to the car. He had to lean up against a wall a few times as I opened a door or moved a table out of the way. But somehow we made it to my car, and I was able to ease him into the seat safely. Just as I was about to close his door, he grabbed my hand. I bent down to be eye level with him.

      “Promise me something.”

      “Anything.”

      “You won’t put me through all the tests and treatments.”

      “Dad, what do you want?”

      “Let me finish this journey out and be with your mother.”

      It took everything in me to hold it together. I cleared my throat before I said anything. “You miss Mom don’t you?”

      “So much, Lily.”

      “Dad.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you saying you want to go into hospice care?”

      He didn’t say anything for several long moments. When he spoke, it was in a hushed tone. “Yeah, I think I am. Is that being selfish?”

      “No, not at all.” I felt a tear slide down my cheek.

      “I don’t want to leave you yet.”

      I found a way to sit down in front of him. “Dad, I have been trying to imagine life without you, and every time I fail. Everything in my life revolves around us and fighting.”

      “Your mom loved watching you fight.”

      “Did she?”

      “Oh yeah, but she always worried about you.”

      At that moment, I could see my mom sitting on bleachers cheering me on. She had long blond hair, which flowed around her shoulders, and her smile lit up a room. “Hey, let’s talk to the doctor and see what’s going on. Then we’ll just take each challenge one day at a time.”

      “Together,” he said and brushed his hand down the side of my face.

      “Together.” I reached up and squeezed his hand.
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      “Hey, dad.” I sat down in the little chair beside his hospital bed and squeezed his hand. “What kind of trouble did you get into today?”

      He had an oxygen mask over his face. He pulled it to the side. “They took me down to labor and delivery. There were ten newborns all delivered this morning.”

      “Wow, that floor must have been hopping.”

      “It was but one of the new fathers let me hold his son.”

      “Aww, that is so sweet. Any cute names?” I’d had a sheet of paper that had possible baby names when, well, if I had kids. The jury was still out on that decision.

      “Grady.”

      “Oh, I like that one.” I reached up and moved his oxygen mask back over his mouth. “I can hear you fine with it on.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I wish they would let me use the one that goes just in the nose.”

      “I know, but they have a method to their madness in this place.”

      “How was practice?”

      “Good. I don’t know how much more I can take with Jake, though.”

      “What will you do after everything?”

      “Dad.”

      “Come on, I want to know.”

      He had insisted I talk to him like he was leaving soon. We didn’t say dying. It was a task I was not very good at. “I’ve been thinking about Las Vegas lately.”

      “That would be a good move.”

      “Yeah, closer to the action and maybe I could find a manager that meshes with me.”

      “Lily honey, you will always have issues with your managers,” he said, squeezing my hand. “It’s just biology.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      “There’s a gym there run by three brothers. You should it check out. The oldest brother I bet could help you.”

      “What’s the name of the gym?”

      “Fight It Out.”

      “Charlie is going with me, so maybe we both can find someone to help us.”

      “You two are inseparable.”

      Just then Charlie peeked her head around the door. “Knock knock.”

      “Speak of the devil,” I teased and ran over to give her hug.

      “Devil. Who me?”

      I had my index finger and thumb a quarter of an inch apart. “Just a little.”

      “Not even.” She swatted at my arm. She stepped over to Dad and bent down to kiss his forehead. “Hey there, daddy-o. What’s shaking?”

      “My left foot has been all day.”

      I gasped and grabbed his foot. “Really? Did you tell your physical therapist?”

      Charlie wrapped her arms around my body. “Sweetie, he was teasing.”

      I looked between them both and pointed my finger at my dad. “Not funny.”

      When I took Dad to the emergency room two weeks ago, we didn’t expect them to tell us he needed to be admitted to hospice that night. The doctor said the tumor had grown in size in just a matter of days, so it probably had not been there long. Since it was a fast-growing tumor, we all agreed treatment would be grueling and would have a fifty-fifty chance of working.

      I practiced daily, so I stopped in to see Dad on the way to the gym and on the way home. Charlie made a point to stop by daily, too. The doctor didn’t know how much time we had left together; he said days most likely.

      The last two days, Dad was in a good mood. Joking and smiling.

      I was trying to soak up every last drop I had left with him.

      “Lily.” I turned at the sound of my dad’s voice. “What do you think?”

      “Huh? About what?”

      “Told you she wasn’t paying attention.” Charlie giggled and squeezed my dad’s hand.

      “I want sushi.”

      “Oh, we can do that. Are we bringing you some?”

      “I want to go to the restaurant.”

      “I can ask the doctor,” I said and realized what they were implying. I turned my head to the side. “No, we are not escaping. We will tell them we’re going like adults.” Their shoulders slumped at the same time, and Charlie sported her puppy-dog expression perfectly. I pointed my index finger in their direction. “You both suck.”
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      We didn’t end up escaping in the normal climb through a tunnel fashion, but I did notify the front desk we were going no matter what. They were amazing and equipped us with an oxygen tank, wheelchair, and even went over a few instructions.

      I knew they would understand the importance of this outing.

      My dad had a favorite sushi spot that was about a mile from his house. They knew his name and what he liked to order every day of the week. Since today was Saturday, he apparently liked Pho. Seemed simple enough.

      “Want to change things up and get sushi tonight?”

      “Maybe. Eel does sound good tonight.”

      “How about two caterpillar rolls?” Charlie moaned beside me. “Guess Charlie approves.”

      We sat there for about an hour, enjoying the food and laughing.

      Out of the blue, my dad looked at Charlie. “You promise to take care of my Lily for me?”

      Charlie had a piece of the sushi almost to her lips when my dad asked the question. She set her food back down on the little plate. “Dad, I will never leave Lily’s side. I give you my word.”

      “Good,” he said, grabbing another piece of sushi. “That’s good.”

      I looked over at Charlie and noticed her normal strong features cracking. The corner of her lip was quivering. I reached over and squeezed her thigh. “Dad, guess who we saw on TV the other night?”

      Charlie cleared her throat. “Yeah, really random.”

      “Who? Conor McGregor?”

      That was always his answer when we mentioned something about TV. He knew I was not a huge fan of him. “No,” I rolled my eyes. “Julian Moore.” At the mention of Julian’s name, my dad went still. “Didn’t you say you knew him?”

      “We crossed paths, but nothing extensive.”

      His answer seemed odd, but I didn’t have any reason to doubt him. “He looks yoked up now. It’s crazy how different he looks.”

      “And he’s still dreamy,” Charlie purred.

      I shoved at her shoulders. “Keep it together, girl.”

      My dad cleared his throat. “That gym I was telling you about?” I nodded. “Julian and his brothers run the gym.”

      “Oh, so you know him pretty well?”

      “No, like I said, we’ve crossed paths.”

      Now I knew my dad was hiding something.
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      Two days later…

      “I’m sorry to bother you, Miss Adams. You need to come quickly, it’s your father.”

      The nurse on the other end sounded sad. I bolted up from my bed and threw on a pair of leggings sitting in the middle of the floor. I turned around in a circle looking for the nearest shirt. There was one hanging on a rack. After dressing in record time, I stopped and stood there in the middle of the room. I took in a few deep breaths and let myself get mentally prepared for the drive over to the hospital.

      When I left my dad for the evening, he seemed off. His blood pressure was up and down all day. His mood had gone from happy to confused in just a matter of hours. Before I left, I stopped at the nurses’ station and asked about his emotions and if what he was experiencing was normal. Apparently it was all part of the process.

      My hand was wrapped around my phone when it vibrated, startling me. “Yes?”

      “Lils.”

      It was Charlie. “Hey, you coming over to the hospital with me?”

      “I can be there in forty-five minutes.”

      “Okay, hurry.”

      It took me all of five minutes to get to the hospital. When I stepped into his room, the air was sucked out of me. He was hooked up to several machines, and he looked unresponsive. I turned to go find a nurse and collided with one at that moment. “Oh crap, I’m sorry.”

      “Lily, I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Is he awake at all?”

      “Just barely. He keeps asking for you.”

      “Um, okay. Thank you.”

      “If you need anything, let me know.”

      Turning back toward my dad, I took in a deep breath and found a way to put one foot in front of the other. As I stepped up beside him, I felt my body shake. The last several weeks had felt normal. Maybe too normal. I had let myself enjoy that and stay in the house of denial for a while. Tonight, I felt like denial was telling me to grow a pair. I needed to get with the program.

      I sat down on the side of the bed and reached for his hand. “Hi, Daddy.”

      He slowly opened his eyes. You could see the corners of his eyes crease as he squeezed my hand. He mumbled something. I pushed the mask to the side and leaned up next to his mouth. “I love you, baby.”

      His words caught me off guard. I rested my head on his chest and continued to try to be strong. I’m not sure who I was being strong for, me or my dad?

      He tapped my shoulder.

      “Yeah, Dad?”

      “Promise me something.”

      “Anything.”

      “Don’t you stop fighting for what you want.”

      “I won’t, I promise.”

      “Good, that’s good,” he whispered and closed his eyes.

      “It’s okay, Daddy. Just let go. Mom’s waiting for you.” The words fell from my lips, but I struggled to believe them. His warm hand was holding mine tightly. Then I realized I was the only one keeping our hands clasped together.

      The room began to spin, and my mind became clouded with memories from my childhood. When my dad would lift me high up in the air so I could soar like an airplane. Or the first time he took me to the gym because school had let out early, and the babysitter was not available.

      I looked at his now still face and wondered how I could do this all on my own. How I was supposed to hold my promise to go pro without him by my side.

      There was a click and then the door to the hospital room slowly opened. The nurse stepped in and gave me a small smile. “Lily, is it okay to come in?”

      “Um, yeah,” I said, unsure of anything at the moment. Taking in a deep breath, I stood and bent down to kiss my dad’s cheek. “I love you so much.”

      My dad loved the San Francisco 49ers football team. He had season tickets and never missed a game. Before leaving the room, I grabbed his lucky 49ers baseball cap and held it close to my chest. If I couldn’t have him, at least I had something that could bring me luck.

      Luck. That seemed funny to me at the moment. Luck didn’t keep my mom alive so many years ago, and luck sure as hell didn’t keep my dad alive.

      The moment I stepped out of the hospital room, it felt like my body was working on its own. I was unable to process what had happened. More like, I didn’t want to process it. Just then warm arms wrapped around me. Charlie.

      “Oh, sweetie, I’m here.”

      “Charlie. I⁠—”

      “Lils, it’s okay, I have you.”
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      Three months later…

      “Hey, did you wrap those plates like I said?” I yelled over to Charlie.

      “Yeah, two pieces of newspaper each.”

      “Why don’t I believe you?” I stood and placed my hands on my hips.

      She plopped down on the floor and crossed her legs in front of her. “I give up. You’re impossible to move with.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Dramatic much?” I sat down in front of her. “You sure you’re ready to move?”

      She lifted her head so fast. “What? Fuck yeah. We’re moving to Vegas together if I have to carry you all the way there.”

      “Well, it’s nice to know I don’t have to worry about a carrier service for this trip.” I tried to control my laughter. “I’m sorry.” I reached for her hand.

      “You know I would never let anything happen to your family’s heirlooms.”

      “I know.”

      “Then what’s up?”

      I struggled getting the words out. “I’m trying to imagine my life in Vegas away from all this.”

      “Can’t see it?”

      “Not even a little bit.”

      “Well, good thing I’ll be there to help.” Charlie stood back up. “Hey, did you find any connections between your dad and Julian Moore?”

      “Nothing. If there was anything, they kept it under lock and key.”

      “Weird,” she said and reached for another newspaper. “I find it funny he suggested the gym, but yet went all cryptic on you.”

      “Yeah, which makes me want to avoid going to the gym.”

      “Really?” She rolled her eyes.

      “No, I am so damn curious.”

      “That’s my girl,” Charlie teased and reached for a vase.

      “Hey,” I started to say.

      “Don’t say it. Just get back to what you were doing. I can handle this area of the house.”

      I threw my hands up. “Yes, ma’am.” As I walked into the living room, my cellphone rang. “Hello.”

      “Miss Waters.”

      “Yes.”

      “This is Angela from AFC. Do you have a moment to talk?”

      I stopped dead in my tracks. Someone from American Fighting Championship was calling me? This couldn’t be happening. With the woman still on the line, I ran back into the kitchen and mouthed quickly who was on the phone.

      Charlie’s eyes went wide. Then she whispered, “Well then, talk to her.”

      I cleared my throat. “Um, yeah, yeah I do.”

      “Good. We have been watching your fights and would be interested in talking with you further about setting up a fight with AFC.”

      “Me?”

      I heard the woman chuckle. “Yes. You seem so surprised.”

      “Well, I guess because I lost my last fight.”

      “But your technique impressed us.”

      Charlie had her ear next to mine, trying to catch what the woman was saying. I reached for her hand and squeezed. “Wow, I guess I don’t know what to say.”

      “Would you be available to fly over to Las Vegas for a meeting?”

      “Better yet, I will be there next week. I’m in the process of moving there.”

      “You are? We would be really interested in talking to you and your manager as soon as you get settled.”

      We talked for a few more minutes, and then I hit end on the phone and turned toward Charlie. At the same time we both started screaming and jumping up and down like school girls who just kissed a boy on the playground.

      “Do you know what this means?” Charlie said, running to the refrigerator.

      “That I need to find a manager and fast.” I followed behind her. “Maybe I was too quick to fire Jake?”

      She handed me a sparkling water and sat down on a box. “Nope, this is new beginnings, remember.”

      “Yeah, but how am I going to find a manager in less than two weeks?”

      “The gym, Fight It Out.”

      “We don’t know if that’s what they do. For all we know they only work with male fighters.”

      “Nah, I have a good feeling about this.”

      I shoved at her side. “You and your feelings.”

      “What, have they ever been wrong?”

      “Well, there was that one time you insisted we buy a five-man tent because we may take a trip. Or that time we needed an exercise bike, but it ended up being a better clothes rack.”

      She waved off my words. “Oh, those things don’t count.”

      “How so?”

      “They are just things. I’m talking about the woo in me when it comes to men.”

      “Like, Julian?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “You know he is like ten years older than me?”

      “So, and that’s going to stop you from pursuing him?”

      I didn’t know what to say. Like, sure the man was gorgeous, but he didn’t know me from Joe Blow. “Sweetie, why are we discussing Julian and me?”

      “Why not? Wouldn’t that be amazing if you two hooked up?”

      I drank the last few gulps out of my sparkling water and stood up. “Sure, okay. whatever you say, C.”

      “Hey, you brush it off now, but just wait. I’m right about this one. I can feel it.”

      I patted her on the head and started packing up the last box in the kitchen. “Hey, did I tell you AFC just called my damn phone?”

      She burst out laughing. “The subject may have come up.”

      “You may need to pinch me. This doesn’t feel real.”

      “Oh, it’s real and your time has arrived, Lily Bug.”
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      “That one.” I threw my hand in front of Charlie’s face and pointed at a two-story house. “I can’t believe we’re renting a house.”

      “Why not? We need the space, and we have the stuff to fill it up.”

      I ended up putting most of my dad’s stuff in storage; I wasn’t ready to part with it all just yet. My dad’s house was in a prime location. The realtor mentioned it would probably sell quickly. Thank goodness Dad had paid it off several years ago, so the money I would get from the sale would be put into the move to Vegas. In Dad’s will, he specified that Charlie and I share the earnings from the sale. He really did love her like a daughter.

      Charlie insisted we rent a house for six months first to see if we wanted to settle in Las Vegas. The idea of calling sin city home seemed odd, but if it meant getting to be a part of AFC, I was so on board.

      “Let’s see how far away the gym is from here.”

      “Oh, you want to go to the gym first? Ooh la la.”

      “Shut up and drive.”

      Fight It Out ended up being about a mile away. We tried to ensure wherever we rented was within walking distance from the gym. I just didn’t expect it to be that close.

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah, I guess the realtor listened.”

      “Should we go in?” I felt nervous for some reason.

      Charlie parked the car and walked around to my side to pull me out. “Come on, Lils. It’s now or never.”

      The moment I opened the door, the smell of sweat and men’s aftershave bombarded my nose. There were several heavy bags lined up on one side of the room. Weight machines against another wall. A large mat took up a good portion of the room for grappling and practicing. The ring was in the center of the space. Two men were currently fighting. One looked spent, while the other one kept saying encouraging words to keep the tired guy motivated.

      “Break,” someone yelled from behind me. I turned at the sound and almost ran into him. The guy placed his hand on my shoulder. “Oh, sorry. Excuse me.”

      My mouth almost fell open. It was Julian Moore.

      Charlie nudged me and whispered, “Say something.”

      “Something.”

      She rolled her eyes and stepped closer to the ring.

      “Excuse me, you need to step back please,” Julian said in a directive tone.

      “What? Oh, sorry.” Charlie turned and stood next to me.

      “Are you both new here?” He turned to face us, crossing his arms over his chest.

      Charlie shoved her elbow into my side, causing me to yelp. I cleared my throat. “Um, yeah.”

      He held out his hand. “I’m Julian. Are you looking for a place to train?”

      “Uh, yeah. I, uh, I’m a fighter but just arrived in town.” I grabbed Charlie’s arm. “We both are fighters.”

      “Who’s this?” a guy asked, walking up beside Julian.

      “Lily, Lily A…Waters.”

      Julian scowled at me. “Wait, you just had a fight recently?”

      “Yeah, in St. Louis.”

      “So, what are you looking for from the gym?”

      “Looking for?” I didn’t mean to sound confused, but the man was causing me to lose my train of thought.

      “Right, the gym has openings to manage and train fighters. Or if you are just looking for a place to train with your team, you can rent the space.” He turned and waved his hand for me to follow. “Let me show you a few things.”

      The guy that had walked up cleared his throat. “Wait, what’s your name?” He was asking Charlie who at the time was holding my arm. She squeezed my arm even tighter. “Julian forgot his manners and didn’t ask your name.”

      “Me? Oh, Charlie Hill.”

      I gave her side a little nudge. She reached out her hand.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Charlie.” He winked. “I’m Brooks.”

      A man in the ring yelled, “Hey, Hollywood, do you plan to finish the round or chat it up with the pretty lady?”

      I almost burst out laughing. Charlie on the other hand was on the verge of fainting. I nodded at the guy and pulled her in the direction Julian was walking. “Come on, sunshine.”

      “Was that the Brooks Moore who just won the Middleweight title?” she said, looking a little star struck.

      Julian was standing in the doorway of what looked like an office. The place was a mess with boxes and papers scattered everywhere. “The very one. He’s also my brother and one of the owners of the gym.”

      “Oh, sweet Jesus.” Charlie murmured.

      Just then I noticed a hint of a smile on Julian’s stoic face. He pulled two chairs out from under the mess. “Here.”

      We’d planned to just stop in. This meeting was completely unexpected. “If you’re busy, we can come back another time.” I felt I needed to say something. “We just arrived in town today.”

      “Oh, where from?”

      “San Francisco.”

      “Why Vegas?”

      “Why not?” Charlie said, shrugging her shoulders.

      “Fair enough. Do you both currently fight?”

      Charlie placed her hand on her chest. “I’m working on getting my first fight ticket.”

      “I have four fights under my belt, but none of them are wins.” I hated admitting that. “I let my manager go, and we packed up.”

      “She did just get a call from AFC.”

      “Charlie,” I said a little too loudly.

      “Is that true?” Julian said, sounding curious.

      “Yeah, it is.” I glared at my friend. “They want to talk to me. Although I really don’t understand why.”

      “Why would you say that?” Julian sat down in an office chair positioned behind his desk. “Because you have no wins?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “They don’t just look at your wins and losses. There is so much more to evaluate.”

      “Yeah, but the triangle choke in the last round looked awful.”

      “Is that your weak position?”

      “Yeah.”

      Julian moved a few files and several loose pieces of paper away. He tapped a few times on the keyboard. “Let me look at the schedule here real quick.”

      “Would you have time to be Lily’s manager?” Charlie blurted out.

      “Charlie! What the hell?” I wanted to put her in a choke hold right there on the spot.

      “What? You need a manager like ASAP,” she said, winking.

      “Why do you need one so soon?” Julian said, leaning back in his chair.

      I rolled my eyes at Charlie. Basically giving her a silent message she was toast later. “Well, AFC mentioned a meeting, and the woman also said she looked forward to meeting my manager.”

      “And you just let your other manager go when you moved?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “I see.” He sat there silently for several long moments. “Well, I can be a stand-in for your manager when you go to the meeting. It’s not something I normally do. Running the gym with two younger brothers keeps my plate full.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that.” I knew I was backtracking. “I can let them know at the meeting I’m currently looking for a new manager.”

      He stood up—all six-feet five inches of him. Up close he was enormous. He had definitely bulked up since going into retirement. I loved that he still had a shaved head. There was something about bald men. He had on a white T-shirt with the Fight It Out logo on the front. When he crossed his arms over his chest, the logo pushed forward and immediately distracted me.

      “Listen, we need to do paperwork, and I need to get to know you both a little more before making any commitments.” I tried to say something, but he held his hand up. “That being said, we don’t turn potential AFC fighters away. I want to help in any way I can.”

      “Oh, okay.” I felt a little lost for words at the moment. Did he just say he would help me? He didn’t know who I was. Well, he recognized me, kind of. “I don’t understand.”

      He smiled, and my insides just stopped working, like melted away.

      “You’re a part of the fighting community. We treat everyone like family.”

      “Always?” Charlie asked.

      “Well, unless you lie,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “Are you lying to me, Lily?”

      “What? No.”

      Unless he counted using a different last name as lying. Then yes, I was. I had to keep my true identity a secret. No one could know I was the daughter of the late, great Johnny “The Punisher” Adams. At least that’s what my dad told me when we changed my name several years ago.
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      “What’s that?” Charlie pointed to the bright orange shoebox by my feet.

      I lifted the lid and pulled out a stack of photos. “My family. Dad pulled them out and was walking down memory lane before he died.”

      She plopped down beside me. “That’s your mom. She was so beautiful.” She pointed to an image at the top of the pile in the box.

      I picked it up and brushed my finger lightly down the glossy surface. “Yeah, she was.”

      My dad shared with me that night in his basement several weeks ago, that he and Mom met at the gym he practiced at. This was before he even became The Punisher. Mom was a workout junkie but never took the plunge to be a competitive fighter. I think she would have been amazing; Dad agreed with me.

      It was hard to believe Dad had already been gone for several months now. It felt like only days. I knew my parents were back together where they belonged, but after leaving Fight It Out, I had this urge to tell him all about my encounter with Julian Moore.

      I lifted my head and glanced at Charlie. “Do you think we can believe Julian?”

      “What do you mean?” she said, reaching for another picture.

      “I don’t know. He just seemed too eager to want to help me,” I said, snatching the picture out of her hand. “Yet, he doesn’t know me.” The picture in my hand had a little girl, maybe five years old, in cotton shorts, a tank top, and her hands were taped up. “Oh wow, that’s me.”

      “Let me see it again.” She reached over and grabbed the photo. “You were so damn cute back then. What happened to you?”

      “What happened to me?” I scoffed and stood up to head into the kitchen “I got cuter.”

      There was a small giggle from behind me. “So you say.”

      “Whatever.” I turned and rolled my eyes. “Do you believe Julian?”

      “You want me to be honest?”

      “Of course.”

      She opened the refrigerator and pulled out a can of sparkling water. “I agree with you. He did seem a little too eager to want to help.”

      I reached down and snuck a sparkling water before she closed the door. “Yeah, exactly.” I popped the tab on the can and took two big gulps. “This got me thinking.”

      “Something that always worries me.”

      “Shut up.” I rolled my eyes and tried not to laugh. “Well, when I was looking through the old photos Dad had at the house, I found a gym he used to workout at; one I had never heard of either.”

      “Are they still in business?”

      “I’m not sure.” I walked over and sat down in a chair at the table. “I feel sleazy trying to find something wrong with Fight It Out or with Julian.”

      “Then don’t.”

      I scowled, feeling confused. “What do you mean?”

      “Maybe it’s better to leave the past in the past.”

      Charlie’s words caught me off guard. I sat there for a moment absorbing what she’d said. Maybe she was right. What if the information I found made my father look bad? Something I definitely wanted to avoid.

      “I just hope if he finds out who I really am, he doesn’t kick us both out of the gym.” Turning the can around in my hand, I said, “Plus, my dad could be the asshole in this whole mystery.”

      “Well,” she said, patting my thigh, “let’s hope neither one of them is the asshole.”

      “Yeah,” I said while letting out a deep sigh. “The past can be an awful reminder.” I stood up and bent to kiss her cheek. “I need to find a place to store all those old photos.”

      “Lily.”

      I stopped in the doorway. “Yeah?”

      “They both are good people. Everything will be okay.”

      “I hope you’re right, C,” I said as I turned and left the room.

      All I could think about was how Julian hated liars. Oh, and what if my dad had a dark past.

      Better yet, I knew I was not being honest with who I really was.

      Trying to be Lily Waters could be my downfall in the end.
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      One month later…

      “Turn your body toward me,” Devon, one of my trainers, said as he worked to complete the flying scissor heel hook on me. I shifted my butt and inched over slightly. “I said your whole body, Lily.”

      “I know.” I huffed. “I’m trying to move but you do have a good hold on my leg right now.”

      “You need to figure this out soon. We have been working on this move for three days, and you haven’t figured out how to release yourself.”

      Right when I was about to show my Irish roots and tell him where he could release himself, that deep voice that caused my insides to squirm sounded from behind me. “Devon, take a break.”

      I sat up and turned to face Julian. “What if I had something I needed to share with Devon?”

      “Oh, I’m guessing you have a lot you would like to share. Which is why I’m here.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He sat down in front of me. “Lily, you’ve been here for what, one month?”

      “Uh, yeah, I guess.” I scowled. “What does this have to do with freeing myself from the hold?”

      “You seem to have a block. Are you okay?”

      I stood up. “Okay? When did you become my counselor?”

      He stood and walked closer to me. “I’m not, but I am the owner of the place, so I do have a say in some things.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Suggestions?”

      “Yeah, lie down on the mat.”

      “Excuse me.”

      “Lily, just get down and let’s look at how you position yourself.”

      One part of me wanted to call it a day; the other part of me wanted to feel Julian Moore’s body on my own. I looked over and saw Charlie leaning against the front counter. Our eyes connected, and I knew she was telling me to lie down, bitch. We had a loving relationship.

      “Fine,” I said, falling to the floor and rolling onto my back.

      He positioned his body next to mine and wrapped his legs around one of my legs. “I know we start in standing position, but you have that part perfect.”

      I inhaled deeply, catching the scent of fresh pine and lemon. I laid my head on the mat and avoided eye contact with him.

      “Lily, if I have you in a hold like this,” he said, touching my leg, “you should be able to lift your butt up and twist before I attempt to hook your heel.” He placed his hand on my butt in a motion to help me lift. “I won’t move. See if you can twist out of this hold.”

      What was wrong with me? The man probably had a girlfriend or maybe even a wife. Shit.

      I let out a deep sigh and attempted to lift up. Julian didn’t fight against me; instead, he wanted to let me see how the twist would feel without any resistance. As I moved toward his body, it was like an electrical pull bringing us closer together. I managed to get on my side and lift my body up with my one arm. Our faces were only inches from each other.

      “Like…this?” I struggled to get the words out. Being this close to Julian was causing my words to get stuck in my throat. “Um…”

      There was a hint of a smile on his face. “Yeah, like that.” He cleared his throat. “Want to try it from the beginning?”

      There was a light squeeze on my behind, and I realized he still was holding me. I glanced down and looked back up. “You need to let go so I can stand up.”

      “What? Oh, sorry.”

      We both stood up, and I felt awkward at the moment. It was weird; I knew he wasn’t interested in me. Two days ago, I’d heard Julian and Brooks bickering in the office. Julian had said my name about ten times in a row. Each time my name fell from his lips, it was followed by “fuck” or “no, not going to happen.” I wasn’t sure what it all meant. So why did the room feel like a hundred and ten degrees at the moment?

      As I stood up, Julian attempted to help me by holding out his hand. That felt awkward. Usually I would do a flip in place to get me to standing position quickly. “I’m good, thanks.”

      “Sorry, I don’t know what came over me,” he said, bringing his hand closer to his body.

      We attempted to follow through on each step for the position, but something felt off. “Listen, I think I get it. I’ll practice with Charlie later.” I walked over to the corner of the mat where my towel and water bottle were sitting. “That makes sense on the twist. I just wasn’t seeing the full picture before.” I rubbed my face in the towel and lifted my head. He appeared about six inches from my face. “Jesus.” I placed a hand on my chest and stepped back.

      His eyes raked up and down my body. “You sure you don’t want to run over the move a few more times?”

      “Yeah, I need to go.” As I stepped around him, he encircled his hand on my bicep. “Lily.”

      I looked down at his hand. “Yeah?”

      “I’m going to take over for Devon if that’s okay?”

      I leaned back on the balls of my feet. “Why?”

      “I’m worried you both are not connecting, which is putting pressure on your training.”

      “Oh, okay. But why you?”

      “I can get someone else if you want?”

      “No, it’s okay. I thought you said you didn’t train fighters anymore?”

      “Technically I don’t.”

      “But.”

      “I decided to make an exception.”

      I scowled, trying to understand what was happening. “Any particular reason?”

      He let out a small laugh. “No.”

      I tapped him on the hand so he would let go of my arm. “Okay, well, when you think of one let me know.” I winked and reached for my water bottle. “I need to get home.”

      “Lily.”

      I was about halfway to the locker room and avoided turning in his direction. “Yeah?”

      “I do have a reason.”

      Turning to face him, I unscrewed the top on my water bottle and took a big gulp. “But you don’t want to share?”

      “Not today.”

      “Okay.”

      What was he hiding?
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      “What was that all about?” Charlie said, sitting down next to me in the locker room on a bench.

      “What?” I tried to feign innocence.

      “Don’t you what me, lady.” She swatted at my arm.

      I tried to stay serious but instead burst out laughing. “C, I think Julian just hit on me. That’s impossible, right?”

      “Nope. He totally has a thing for you.”

      I stood up and placed my hands on my hips. “How the hell do you know that?”

      “People talk in this place. No one knows how to keep their damn mouth shut.”

      What did she just say? Holy fuck. “But he can’t.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, for one, he’s like fifteen years older than me.”

      “He’s only ten years older, silly.”

      I was struggling to absorb this information. “Okay, so maybe that’s better. But still, he’s Julian fucking Moore. Why would he even think twice about me?”

      “Because you are the best thing in the whole world.”

      “Charlie Bear, what are you not telling me?”

      She threw her hands up. “I swear, I don’t know. Brooks walked over to the front desk and said ‘Julian is going to help Lily.’ I tried to ask, but he wouldn’t offer any more than that.”

      “Okay, fine. Listen, I need to get home.” I bent down and kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you later?”

      “Yeah, I need a few more hours here, and then I’ll be done.”

      “Take all the time you need.”

      I grabbed my bag and started making my way to the front door. I stopped about a foot from the entrance and then turned to head over to Julian’s office. A part of me was screaming, Don’t do it, Lily. While the other part was excited to be in a room alone with him.

      My hand was on the handle. “I’m not in there,” Julian’s deep voice rang from behind me.

      I spun around so fast. “Oh, sorry.”

      He reached around me and turned the handle. “Need to talk about something?”

      “Uh, yeah.” I stepped to the side so he could open the door. We were both silent as we moved about a foot into his office. I heard the door click behind me and felt my insides scream.

      “What’s up?” he said, setting a bag on the desk as he leaned on the wood surface.

      I tapped my foot, prepared to bolt at any moment. As he crossed his arms over his chest, I had to cross my legs and squeeze. My body was feeling needy at the moment. “Well”—I cleared my throat—“I was wondering…” He stepped into my personal space and reached his hand around my body. There was a sliding noise, and I realized he was closing his shades on the office windows. Finally, I blurted out, “Why are you training me?”

      “You really don’t know?” he breathed out.

      My heart rate increased, and I was finding it difficult to breathe. “Don’t know?”

      He took another step closer. “Lily.”

      Something came over me, and I needed to exit the room immediately. I ducked around him and reached for the handle. “I forgot I have a hair appointment in five minutes.” I threw the door back and practically ran to the front entrance. A little voice inside me said to look back, but I ignored the words.

      When I was about a quarter of a mile away from the gym, I leaned against a building and took several deep breaths. I wasn’t sure how to process what had just happened. Then as my body calmed, I wanted to scream. Why did I run?

      I knew something had happened between Julian and my dad.

      Becoming emotionally involved when I still didn’t know if he was safe felt wrong.
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      “Lily,” I heard a voice yell from behind me. “Wait up.”

      Charlie. I turned to face my best friend. “I’m fine. I just need to get home.”

      “Lils, you were always a horrible liar.”

      I let out a huff and leaned back against the brick wall. “I’m an idiot.”

      “Why, because Julian tried to make a move and you ran?” I placed my hands over my face and softly moaned. She brought my hands down. “I can’t understand you, sweets.”

      Standing up straight, I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Right as I was about to repeat my mumbled words, I noticed the man in question walking toward us. “Fuck.”

      “What? Are you in pain?”

      “He’s walking this way.”

      She spun on her heel and struggled with holding in a laugh. “Oh, my God.”

      When I was in high school, I’d had a crush on a senior. I was a sophomore, so the odds that we would ever connect were next to none. Still, the thought of dating an older man had its appeal. Plus, the guy would smile and make my insides melt on the spot. The jerk never did give me the time of day. That crush sparked something in me, though. I found I had a thing for older men. Something I only wrote in my diary and told no one. So of course, the thought of dating Julian piqued my interest. Well, I mean, the guy was also easy on the eyes.

      I threw my head back against the wall and prayed this day could end soon.

      “Charlie,” Julian said, stopping only inches from me.

      “Hey, Julian.” She leaned up and kissed my cheek. “I forgot, Brooks was going to show me a move today.”

      “I’m sensing a pattern here.”

      I lifted my head up. “What pattern?”

      “Being forgetful.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sorry we’re not perfect.”

      “Who said you needed to be perfect?”

      I pushed off the wall and stood directly in front of him. “What’s up?”

      “You left quickly. Then a few seconds later, I saw Charlie run out
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