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Chapter 1


          

          
            AJ

          

        

      

    

    
      The creak of rusted hinges pierced the silence as I pushed open the heavy door, my sanctuary beckoning. The familiar scent of sweat and leather rushed me. I paused just inside, letting my eyes adjust to the light. Shadows danced across the ring, specters of fights won and lost.

      “Back again, Angel?” Coach Ray's gruff voice cut through the gloom. “Thought you might've found something else to do by now.”

      I grunted, shrugging off my jacket. “Not for me, Coach. Just blood, sweat, and canvas. My gaze swept the gym, taking in the peeling paint and battered equipment. To most, it would look run-down, past its prime. But to me, it was hallowed ground, a crucible where men were forged and broken in equal measure.

      “You gonna stand there all night, or you gonna work?” Ray's words held a challenge, one I'd risen to countless times before.

      I flexed my hands, feeling the familiar ache in my knuckles. “Just getting reacquainted, old man. It's been a while.”

      Too long, if I was honest with myself. The memories of my last fight flickered at the edges of my consciousness, a potent mix of triumph and regret. I pushed them aside, focusing on the present, on the work that lay ahead.

      As I moved deeper into the gym, the icy determination that had driven me since I was a kid with more dreams than sense hit me. Now, older and scarred in ways that went beyond the physical, that drive was all I had left.

      “Ring or bags?”

      Ray's eyes narrowed, assessing. “You're not ready for the ring yet, boy. Gotta earn that privilege all over again. Rope first.”

      I nodded, a flicker of frustration quickly tamped down. He was right, of course. The path back to the top was long and unforgiving. But I'd walked harder roads before.

      As I made my way to the bag, I wondered if this time, finally, I'd find what I was looking for in the unforgiving embrace of the ring. Redemption, purpose, or just the sweet oblivion of a perfectly landed punch – whatever it was, I knew one thing for certain. I was home. I wrapped my hands, the rough fabric of the tape scraping against my calloused knuckles. Each pass was a practiced motion, muscle memory honed over countless sessions. The rhythmic process usually calmed me, but right now, my mind was in a storm.

      “First fight back. You think I still got it, old man?”

      Ray's gravelly chuckle echoed through the almost empty gym. “You never lost it, Angel. It's just been... dormant.”

      As I finished wrapping my right hand, a flash of memory hit me like a sucker punch. The roar of the crowd at my first professional bout, deafening and intoxicating. The ring lights, so bright they seemed to sear my retinas. The taste of copper in my mouth mixed with the sweetness of impending victory. “Remember that night in Tulsa?”

      Ray's eyes softened. “How could I forget? You were a goddamn force of nature.”

      I nodded, swallowing hard against the lump in my throat. That night felt like a lifetime ago. Before the Marines. Before...

      The gym faded away, replaced by the harsh glare of the Afghan sun. The staccato of gunfire. The metallic stench of blood and cordite.

      “Angel?” Ray's voice cut through the haze. “Angel?”

      I blinked, forcing myself back to the present. The weight of those memories settled on my shoulders, a familiar burden. "Yeah," I said, flexing my freshly wrapped hands. But part of me wondered if that was really true. If I'd ever truly left that godforsaken desert behind.

      I grabbed the jump rope, its worn handles fitting into my palms like old friends. The rhythmic whistle of the rope slicing through the air became a lifeline, each turn a heartbeat, each jump a breath.

      “Still got that footwork. Light as a feather, mean as a snake.”

      I didn't respond, focusing instead on the burn building in my calves, the sweat beginning to bead on my forehead. The rope's steady beat drowned out the echoes of gunfire in my head, replacing them with the cadence of my breathing. One-two, one-two. In-out, in-out.

      The gym's atmosphere enveloped me, thick with the scent of determination and old sweat. Cool air kissed my skin as I pushed harder, faster. My muscles began to protest, a welcome distraction from the turmoil within.

      “You're holding back,” Ray's voice cut through my concentration. “Let it go, son. Whatever's eating at you – use it.”

      I gritted my teeth, picking up the pace. “Not that simple, Coach.” Ever since coming back, my mind had been all over the place. Civilian life took some time to get used to, but being back in this place… it should help that move along faster.

      “Never said it was, but you can't outrun those ghosts forever.”

      The rope faltered for a split second, throwing off my rhythm. “Who says I'm running?”

      Ray's silence spoke volumes. His eyes were on me, assessing, measuring. Finally, he said, “Your eyes do, every time you step into this gym. You're here, but you ain't really here. Not all of you.”

      His words hit harder than any punch I'd ever taken. I pushed myself harder, the rope a blur now, my feet barely touching the ground. Sweat stung my eyes, but I welcomed the burn. It was easier than facing the truth in Ray's words. “I'm giving it everything I've got,” I growled.

      “Are you? Or are you still fighting shadows in the desert?”

      The rope clattered to the floor as I stumbled, my chest heaving. For a moment, the only sound in the gym was my ragged breathing. I closed my eyes, willing away the images that threatened to overwhelm me – blood-stained sand, the vacant eyes of fallen comrades. “I don't know how to let it go.”

      Ray's hand on my shoulder was unexpected, but not unwelcome. “You start by admitting that, son. The rest... well, that's what we're here for.”

      I nodded, unable to meet Ray's eyes, but his hand on my shoulder was grounding. A tangible connection to the present when my mind threatened to drag me back to the past.

      “Alright, that's enough of the emotional stuff,” Ray grumbled, his gruff demeanor returning. “You've got work to do.”

      I smirked at the nickname, a remnant from my earlier days in the ring. “Whatever you say, Bulldog.”

      Ray's eyes narrowed, but I caught the hint of a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Watch it, kid. I've still got a mean right hook.”

      I stalked towards the heavy bag, my fists already clenching. The worn leather called to me, promising a release I desperately craved. Without hesitation, I launched into a flurry of punches, each one a cathartic explosion of pent-up emotion. The bag swung wildly under my assault, the chains creaking in protest.

      “That's it, Angel,” Ray muttered from somewhere behind me. “Let it all out.”

      I didn't need the encouragement. My body moved on autopilot, muscle memory taking over as I lost myself in the familiar dance. Left jab, right cross, left hook. The combinations flowed seamlessly, each impact sending a jolt of satisfaction up my arm. As I worked the bag, my mind wandered. Suddenly, I was no longer in Ray's gym, but back in the small-town arena where I'd first tasted glory. The roar of the crowd filled my ears, the smell of popcorn and sweat thick in the air. I could almost feel the weight of that first championship belt in my hands.

      “Remember why you started, kid,” my own voice echoed in my head, a bittersweet reminder of a younger, more naive version of myself. “This is your ticket out.” The memory hit me like a sucker punch to the gut. I faltered for a moment, my rhythm breaking as I struggled to catch my breath. Those early victories seemed so pure, so full of promise. How could I have known the path they'd led me down? The past was a dangerous place to linger. I had to keep moving forward, keep fighting. It was all I knew how to do.

      “Your form's improved, but you're still holding back.” His words were measured, each one landing with the precision of a well-placed jab. “Remember, it's not just about power. It's about intention.”

      I nodded. Ray's presence was both comforting and challenging, a reminder of how far I'd come and how far I still had to go. The taste of salt lingered on my lips as I caught my breath, the leather of the bag rough. “I got it, coach.”

      This gym brought back so many memories, good and bad, but my work here was far from done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Alyssa

          

        

      

    

    
      The elevator doors parted, and I stepped out onto the marble floor of Whitlock & Associates. My last name held rapport in the city, and living up to my parent’s expectations was exhausting. I was raised to perform this position, and if I failed, the disappointment in their eyes would kill me.

      “Good morning, Ms. Whitlock,” the receptionist called out.

      I nodded, my mind already swirling with potential strategies for my latest assignment. The scent of freshly brewed coffee wafted through the air, mingling with the faint aroma of leather and paper. As I pushed open the glass doors, phones rang in the distance and keyboards clacked.

      “Morning, Alyssa,” Tom called out from the marketing department. "Ready to tackle another impossible case?"

      A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. “You know me. The more impossible, the better.”

      My eyes scanned the open-plan space, taking in the sea of focused faces and glowing computer screens. The morning light filtered through the floor-to-ceiling windows, shadows playing tricks across the sleek desks and ergonomic chairs. As I made my way through the maze of cubicles, my mind drifted to the daunting task ahead. AJ Barlowe's file weighed heavily in my bag, a constant reminder of the delicate balancing act I was about to perform. How does one rehabilitate the image of a man who seems determined to sabotage himself at every turn?

      “Alyssa!” Emma yelled. “How was your weekend? Did you manage to relax at all?”

      I paused, turning to face my colleague. “As much as one can relax with a new high-profile case looming,” I replied, but the tension coiled in my stomach.

      Emma's eyes widened. “Ah, the infamous AJ Barlowe. Well, if anyone can turn his reputation around, it's you.”

      Her words were meant to be reassuring, but they only served to heighten my awareness of the stakes involved. I nodded, offering a small smile before continuing on my path. With each step, anticipation built within me. The challenge ahead was daunting, yes, but it was also exhilarating. This was what I lived for – the intricate dance of words and perceptions, the careful crafting of narratives that could make or break a career.

      As I approached my office, my mind went over the many reasons this case was different. There was something about AJ Barlowe that both intrigued and unsettled me. It was a dangerous combination, one that threatened to blur the lines I had so carefully drawn between my professional and personal life.

      I took a deep breath, steeling myself for the day ahead. Whatever challenges lay in wait, I was ready to face them head-on. After all, that's what Alyssa Whitlock does best.

      I pushed open the door to my glass-walled sanctuary, relishing the sudden hush. My heels sank into the plush rug as I made my way to my desk. I placed my leather-bound notebook down, my fingers lingering on its smooth cover for a moment before flipping it open. There, stark against the cream-colored page, was the name that had been occupying my thoughts: AJ Barlowe.

      As I settled into my chair, the leather creaking beneath me, I reached for the file. The moment my fingers touched the folder, a frisson of anticipation shot through me. This wasn’t just another case; this was a challenge, a puzzle waiting to be solved.

      “Well, Angel,” I murmured, tracing the letters with my fingertip, “Let's see what makes you tick.”

      I opened the file, my eyes scanning the first page. A photo of AJ stared back at me – intense eyes, chiseled features, a hint of a scowl. My breath caught in my throat. Even on paper, his presence was palpable. Now, he had been out of the public eye for a while, but his younger years would still follow his career around.

      "You're going to be trouble, aren't you?" I whispered, unable to tear my gaze away from his image. Don’t get me wrong, the man was attractive in a brooding way, but I wasn’t into bad boys. Thank god! But that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy the view.

      As I delved deeper into the file, absorbing the details of his past. Admiration for his boxing prowess, respect for his military service, concern for the demons that seemed to haunt him. With each page, the complexity of AJ Barlowe unfolded before me. My mind raced, already mapping out potential strategies. "We need to highlight his resilience. Turn his struggles into a story of redemption. But how do we address the anger issues without alienating his fan base?

      The challenge energized me, sending my pulse racing. This wasn't just about crafting a new image; it was about understanding the man behind the reputation. And despite my better judgment, I was increasingly intrigued by that man.

      The insistent buzz of my phone cut through my thoughts like a knife. I glanced at the screen, a smile tugging at my lips despite myself as Cindy's beaming face flashed up at me. I hesitated for a moment, my fingers hovering over AJ's file. But Cindy's calls were rare these days, and I couldn't bring myself to ignore it. With a soft sigh, I answered.

      “Hey, Cin.” My voice softened. The tension in my shoulders eased a fraction as I leaned back in my chair.

      “Lyssa!” Cindy's voice bubbled through the speaker, warm and bright. “Please tell me you're not still cooped up in that glass cage of yours.”

      I chuckled, glancing around at my pristine office. “You know me too well. But I promise I've at least seen sunlight today.”

      “Oh, thank goodness. I was worried I'd have to stage an intervention,” Cindy teased, her laughter echoing through the phone. The sound was so at odds with the gravity of my work that I felt a pang of... something. Longing? Envy?

      “How's the free-spirited life treating you?”

      As Cindy launched into her latest adventures, my gaze drifted back to AJ's file. Her words washed over me, a soothing balm, but the pull of the challenge that laid before me was on the forefront of my mind. I hummed and laughed at appropriate intervals, but my mind was split, one part engaging with my sister, the other still entangled in strategies and public personas. It was a familiar balancing act, one I'd perfected over years of juggling my personal life with my career. But today, for some reason, it was more difficult than usual.

      As I listened to Cindy's animated chatter, I wondered: When was the last time I'd laughed so freely? The last time I last allowed myself to be swept up in the simple joy of living, rather than the thrill of the next professional conquest? The questions lingered, uncomfortable and insistent.

      Cindy's voice bubbled as she recounted her latest artistic endeavor. “You won't believe it, Lyss! I've started a mural project downtown, and yesterday, I nearly fell off the scaffolding trying to reach this one tricky spot. There I was, paintbrush between my teeth, clinging to the metal like a deranged koala⁠—”

      I chuckled, the image of my free-spirited sister in such a predicament momentarily lifting the weight from my shoulders. “Only you, Cin. Did you at least get the spot painted?”

      “Oh, absolutely! It's going to be the centerpiece of the whole mural. You'll have to come see it when it's done.”

      As I leaned back in my chair, the tension in my neck eased.

      Cindy's tone shifted, and I could almost picture her brow furrowing as she asked, “So, how's work? I heard through the grapevine you've got a new high-profile client.”

      My fingers instinctively traced the edge of AJ's file, the smooth paper different from the rough calluses I imagined on his hands. “You could say that,” I replied, choosing my words carefully. “It's... challenging. He's not exactly PR-friendly.”

      “Ooh, sounds intriguing. What's he like?”

      I hesitated, my mind conjuring images of AJ's intense gaze and chiseled physique. “He's... complicated. A former boxing prodigy turned Marine. Now he's trying to make a comeback, but his past is complicated.”

      “Oh, Lyssa,” she said, using the childhood nickname that always made me feel safe, “you've got this. Remember when you turned that disgraced politician into a philanthropic hero? You have a gift for seeing the good in people, even when they can't see it themselves.”

      I closed my eyes, letting her words wash over me. The leather of my chair creaked as I shifted, and I caught a whiff of my signature perfume – a blend of jasmine and sandalwood that usually bolstered my confidence. Today, it felt like armor against the doubts creeping in.

      “You're right,” I admitted. “It's just... there's something different about this one. AJ, he's... intense. Unpredictable.”

      “Sounds like your kind of challenge,” Cindy teased, her voice lilting with mischief. “Speaking of which, when was the last time you went on a date? Or even left the office before 9 PM?”

      I laughed, but it was hollow in my chest. “You know me, Cin. I'm married to my work.”

      “That's what I'm afraid of. You're brilliant at what you do, Alyssa, but there's more to life than press releases and damage control.”

      Her words hung heavy with truth. I swallowed hard, my throat dry. The city sprawled before me, a maze of glass and steel, beautiful and cold. For a moment, I allowed myself to imagine a life beyond these walls – dinners that didn't involve clients, weekends free from the constant ping of emails.

      “I know. It's just... complicated. The expectations of our parents are overbearing. Just be thankful you didn’t have to follow in their footsteps. Or you wouldn’t be painting murals.”

      Cindy sighed. “I know, thank heavens. Listen, I have to run, but I’ll call you in a few days. Love you!”

      “Love you too, sis. Bye.”

      My fingers absently traced the edge of my desk as I let my gaze wander, my mind a whirlpool of conflicting thoughts. "More to life," I murmured, tasting the words on my lips. They felt foreign, almost dangerous. With a sigh, I turned back to my desk, my eyes falling on AJ's file. The glossy photo of him stared back at me, his intense gaze seeming to challenge me even from the confines of paper. I began jotting down notes, each word a careful step towards unraveling the enigma that was AJ Barlowe. The scratch of pen on paper filled the silence, punctuated only by the occasional tap of my heel against the floor.

      “Former boxing prodigy,” I mused aloud, circling the words. “Marine veteran. How do we spin that into a comeback story?” As I wrote, I drew deeper into AJ's world. The file spoke of his triumphs and failures, but between the lines, I sensed a man struggling against the weight of his own legacy. My heart quickened as I imagined the challenge ahead, the thrill of crafting a narrative that could redefine him in the public eye. It's not just about changing perception. It's about revealing the truth beneath the surface.

      I paused, struck by the sudden parallel to my own life. How much of myself had I buried beneath the polished exterior of my career? The question lingered, unanswered, as I returned to my task, my pen moving with purpose across the page.

      The city lights began to flicker outside my window. I glanced at the clock, surprised to find the day had slipped away while I'd been lost in AJ's file. “Time to face the real world again,” I murmured, closing the folder with a sense of reluctance. As I gathered my things, my mind buzzed with possibilities. Each item I placed in my bag was weighted with potential - my notebook, a repository of strategies; my phone, a lifeline to my support system.

      The office was nearly empty as I made my way through the open space. The scent of coffee had faded, replaced by the faint smell of cleaning products. At the elevator, I pressed the button and waited.

      “You look like you're plotting world domination,” a voice behind me chuckled.

      I turned to find Mark, one of our junior associates, waiting for the elevator as well. “Just a small corner of it.”

      The elevator arrived with a soft ding, and as we stepped inside. Tomorrow would bring new challenges, new opportunities to prove myself. And somewhere out there, AJ Barlowe was waiting. The elevator doors closed behind me with a soft whoosh, sealing me in the small, mirrored space. I inhaled the scent of Mark's cologne mingling with the metallic tang of the elevator.

      “Big plans for the evening?”

      I smiled. “Just some prep work for a new client. Nothing too exciting.”

      AJ Barlowe was far from 'nothing too exciting.' His file flashed through my mind - the boxing prodigy turned to Marine, now seeking redemption in the ring. A complex man with a past as turbulent as his future was uncertain. There was so much to know about him, and that was my next step.

      “Sounds like a challenge,” Mark remarked, eyebrows raised.

      “The best kind.”

      As the elevator reached the ground floor, I steeled myself. The lobby stretched before us, the last barrier between the cocoon of the office and the unpredictable world outside. I stepped out, each step carrying me closer to the unknown. My mind raced with possibilities. How would AJ react to our first meeting? Would he be the brooding, intense man his file suggested, or would there be hidden depths waiting to be discovered?
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      I stepped into the management office, my boots echoing against the polished marble floor like gunshots in the stillness. The air was different here - crisp, sterile, a far cry from the sweat-soaked gyms I called home. My fingers twitched, aching for the familiar texture of worn boxing gloves. Pausing just inside the entrance, I swept my gaze over the surroundings. Suited figures moved with purpose, their curious glances prickling against my skin. I squared my shoulders, feeling exposed without the comforting weight of my hoodie. Get it together, Angel.

      But as I moved further inside, the weight of eyes grew heavier. My jaw clenched. This wasn't my world - all polish and pretense. Give me blood and sweat and the satisfying crunch of a solid punch any day. I approached the reception desk, where she was taking her first sip of coffee. It reminded me of early mornings at base camp, that first bitter sip before dawn patrol.

      “Good morning,” chirped the receptionist, her bright smile at odds with my darkening mood. “How may I help you?”

      I cleared my throat. “AJ Barlowe. I have a meeting.”

      “Of course, Mr. Barlowe. You're expected in the conference room.” She gestured down a hallway. “Second door on your left.”

      I nodded, already regretting agreeing to this dog-and-pony show. What the hell did I need an image consultant for, anyway? My fists spoke for themselves. Coach said it would help my career. That was the only reason I was here.

      With each step, my apprehension grew. This place, these people - they represented a world I'd always scorned. But now, standing on the precipice of a comeback, I was caught between the familiar comfort of my past and the uncertain promise of a different future. I reached for the conference room door and hesitated. Then, drawing a deep breath, I pushed it open and stepped inside.

      The world outside fell away as I stepped into the conference room. My eyes were immediately drawn to the towering windows that stretched from floor to ceiling, offering a breathtaking view of the city skyline.

      “Mr. Barlowe,” a crisp, feminine voice cut through. “Welcome.”

      I turned, my gaze landing on a woman standing at the head of the long, gleaming table. She was the picture of corporate polish in her tailored charcoal suit, her posture radiating confidence and authority. This had to be Alyssa Whitlock. As she extended her hand, I was caught off guard by the intensity of her gaze. There was something in those eyes - like I was being sized up for more than just a business deal.

      “Thanks,” I muttered, moving to shake her hand, which was soft against my calloused palm.

      “Please, have a seat,” Alyssa said, gesturing to the chair nearest me. “I hope you found the office without trouble?”

      I lowered myself into the chair, the plush leather different from the hard wooden benches I was used to. “Place isn't exactly hard to miss.”

      A small smile played at the corners of Alyssa's lips. “I suppose not. Though I imagine it's quite different from your usual haunts.”

      The observation, though accurate, bristled against my pride. Who was she to make assumptions about me or my world? I leaned back, crossing my arms over my chest. "Look, Ms. Whitlock, let's cut to the chase. Why exactly am I here?"

      Her eyes narrowed, and I could almost see the gears turning in her head as she reassessed her approach. Good. I wasn't here to play nice or make small talk. If she wanted to work with me, she'd have to learn quickly that I don't do bullshit.

      Alyssa's posture straightened, her shoulders squaring as she met my gaze. “Of course, Mr. Barlowe. I'm here to discuss the importance of managing your public image as you re-enter the professional boxing scene.”

      I scoffed. “My fists do the talking in the ring. That's all the image I need.”

      She didn't flinch at my brusque response. Instead, she leaned forward, her elbows resting on the polished table. “Your skill in the ring is undeniable, but in today's world, success extends beyond physical prowess.”
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