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For Mike, my loving, overprotective meathead and soulmate.

“Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind.” ~William Shakespeare
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∞∞∞

HER TEETH CHATTERED so loud, she couldn’t hear herself think. She looked up at her mother, who was dragging her by the hand, and wondered where they were going.

“Mommy, I’m cold,” she said.

Her mother looked down at her. “I know, baby. We’ll be inside soon.”

The little girl followed faithfully, hoping there would also be something to eat where they were going. The cold was biting her to the bone, which barely numbed the pain of her empty belly.

After what seemed like forever to the five-year-old, they finally walked into a building. What greeted them inside was a mass of tables, with various dirty-looking people sitting around them with trays of food. The smell of the food caused her stomach to rumble.

“Mommy, I’m hungry,” she said, looking up into her mother’s tired blue eyes.

Those eyes smiled sadly back at her. “I know, Kathy. We’ll get you something to eat.”

Her mother plunked her down on one of the benches as an older woman with a kind smile greeted them. “Hello. Do you folks need a place to stay?”

Her mother smiled weakly at the grandmotherly woman. “Yes, please. My daughter and I... we... don’t have any place to go.”

“Of course. Grab a tray. You look like you could use something to eat,” the woman replied. She then looked down at the little girl. “What’s your name, young lady?”

“Kathy,” she replied.

“Well, Kathy, are you hungry?”

The little girl nodded.

Her mother smiled down at her. “Stay here, baby, I’ll get us some food.”

As her mother set her backpack down on the floor, the nice older lady sat next to her. “So, where have you two come from?”

Kathy shrugged and said nothing. The woman grabbed her tiny hand, rubbing it between her own to impart some warmth into it. “It’s okay, honey. You don’t have to talk if you don’t want to. My name is Marilyn.”

Kathy wished she could read better. There was a large sign on the wall that had words she hadn’t learned yet. She looked at the nice lady and pointed. “What does that say?”

Marilyn looked at the sign, then back to Kathy. “It says Women’s Shelter.”

“Oh.”

Just then, Kathy’s mother returned with two trays of food. She set a tray in front of her, and Kathy wasted no time digging into the mashed potatoes and sliced turkey.

Marilyn went to sit beside Kathy’s mother. “You’re in luck. We have two empty beds.” She paused, smiling, then added, “I’m Marilyn, by the way.”

“Hi, I’m Jean, nice to meet you. Thank you for your kindness. You don’t know what this means to me and my daughter.”

Marilyn smiled. “Of course, dear. It’s what we do.”

Jean and Kathy finished their meals and were shown the way to two small cots in a large room. Lots of other women and children were quieting down for the night as they settled into their little space.

Once they were ready for bed, Kathy crawled into the cot with her mother.

“Mommy, how long do we have to stay here? I’m scared.”

Jean smoothed her daughter’s white-blonde hair back and kissed the top of her head. “I know, baby. We won’t have to stay here for long, I hope. Mommy’s gonna look for a job tomorrow.”

Kathy wanted to ask about Daddy, but she knew she’d get the same answer she had been getting for the past few days: You’ll never have to see him again.

Kathy had always been scared of her father. He was not nice to her mother, or even her, but still, she missed him a little bit. She tried not to think of all the times he had made Mommy cry or had left bruises on her own bottom and arms when she would accidentally spill her milk or splash too much water out of the bathtub.

Just as she dozed off to sleep in her mother’s arms, she jerked awake as she fell to the floor with a thud. Gasping for air before she let out a painful cry, she felt a hand tighten around her arm. She looked up in horror to see her father. 

“Let’s go, little girl,” he said gruffly, snatching her backpack from the floor near the cot. 

She looked over at her mother but all she saw were lifeless blue eyes staring up at the ceiling, unseeing. 

And blood. So much blood.
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∞∞∞

––––––––
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CHICAGO, ILLINOIS – 1918

The sign’s red light from the hotel across the street was flashing through the open curtains into the small, dank hotel room. She stared unseeing at the two twenty-dollar bills that lay on the hotel room’s dresser. The red light continued to pulsate, bathing the room in a bloody glow.

She slipped her robe up over her bare body, the cool silk gliding over her shoulders with ease. She walked to the dresser and slipped the money into her pocket. Grabbing the pack of Pall Malls from the dresser top, she fished around in her robe pocket for a match. She suddenly felt warm breath on her neck and whirled around, cigarette dangling from the corner of her pretty red lips.

“Need a light?” the handsome doctor asked, holding up a match with a big grin on his face. He had redressed, but his white dress shirt was still unbuttoned and untucked. Suspenders hung carelessly off his hips.

She smiled gratefully up at him as he struck the match against the dresser and watched as it blazed to life. Tucking his hand guardedly around the flame, he lit her cigarette while looking into her blue eyes. She sucked greedily on it, closing her eyes as she inhaled.

The man grabbed his hat off the dresser and walked to the door.

“Well, doll, I’ll be seein’ ya. Same time next Friday?” he asked, placing the derby on his head as his hand rested on the doorknob.

She forced a smile and nodded, blowing smoke out of the side of her mouth. “See you then.”

He blew her a kiss right before he closed the door behind him. 

She quickly lost the smile and frowned, disgusted with him, but more with herself. She felt a little bad about telling him they were on for next week when she knew she wouldn’t be meeting him next Friday. She wouldn’t even be in the state of Illinois next Friday. He was married, anyway. He should be at home, not out in this seedy hotel with her, paying for it. She suddenly no longer felt bad.

At least she had a place to stay tonight. Anything was better than that apartment she shared with the other... working girls. She crushed out the cigarette in an ashtray and untied the robe, letting it flutter to the floor. She slipped back into the defiled bed and pulled the covers over her head to block out the flashes of red.

The following Thursday night, after she’d turned her last trick with a sixty-year-old (very married) attorney, she stuffed all of her worldly belongings into a suitcase, along with the three thousand dollars she had saved, and boarded a train, headed for Los Angeles, California.

Sitting on the train, a blissful smile lit up her face as she thought about the new life she was going to start in L.A. She vowed she would never turn another trick. She was taking control of her life and she was going to do it right. She was only twenty-two years old. She had her whole life ahead of her.

She gazed out at the landscape that whizzed by as the train loudly chugged along, heading south on the western railway. Her reflection caught her attention. Her golden blonde hair was sleeked into waves and her bright red lipstick struck out against her pale reflection. Her blue eyes stared back at her, promising things would change. Things in L.A. would be different. Now that her father was dead, there was nothing left for her in Chicago—not that she’d kept in touch with the bastard, anyway. A frown found her face and she looked at her reflection once again in the train window and decided there would be no more frowns for her. A new life, and hopefully love, would be waiting for her in the city she had heard so much about. A bustling city with lots of jobs and wonderful weather. A city that knew nothing of her and her dark, ugly past.

She would be a complete stranger in Los Angeles. No past, no reputation, no disapproving eyes staring at her from behind the bar or while taking her order at a restaurant as she waited for a john. Oh, no. Los Angeles was her new beginning. Her fresh start.

A genuine, lippy smile found her perfect red mouth and she looked at her reflection again and decided today was the first day of the rest of her life.

∞∞∞

Island of Nymph, Gulf of Mexico – Present Day

A warm gush of air wafted through the hut, blowing her hair into her face. She brushed it away with an annoyed huff, then fished through the pocket of her purple dress for a rubber band. She was delighted to find one and quickly whipped her thick brown hair up into a ponytail. 

Everything was annoying her lately. Her hair in her face, the heat of the island, which was way too warm, and the constant feeling of being off-balance. But most annoying was her failure to find a cure for her condition. Time was running out and she couldn’t bear what would come next if she didn’t figure it out.

With her mother’s spell book sprawled open on the table before her, she flipped through it slowly, for the hundredth time, knowing the right mixture must be right in front of her. She’d been there for hours, but nothing was coming to her. She blew out a breath, slammed the book closed, and rested her hand on it. The child inside her shifted slowly within its confined space, reminding her that just like the baby was running out of room, she was running out of time.

“Queen,” said a voice.

Malina whipped around to find Bill, Captain of the Guards on the island, standing in the doorway.

She forced a smile. “Hello, Bill. How are you?”

“I’m great.” He pointed to her belly. “I was just about to ask how you’re doing.”

She looked down and rubbed her stomach. “Good, just uncomfortable. I’m so warm all the time.”

“Well, it’s September, still summer here in the Gulf.” He smiled.

“What can I do for you?”

He grinned sheepishly. “Oh, yes, sorry. I hate to ask, but Seth is asking to see you again.”

She was in no mood for the depressed shapeshifter, but she knew it would make the guards’ duty easier if she were to appease the inmate by going to see him. He probably had another unreasonable request.

“Of course, Bill. Be right there.”

He dipped his head and closed the door. 

She gathered her things, placing the spell book back in her satchel. Making sure the fridge was still stocked with vampire blood, she closed it and then flipped out the light to the small lab.

She squinted as the sun hit her in the face. The sugar-white sand felt like hot silk under her bare feet as she waddled over to the makeshift island jail. She stepped inside, the cool stone walls providing relief from the sun. 

“Right this way,” said Bill.

Nick, the other guard, sat at a table, munching on a sandwich and watching a DVD on a small portable television. He stood up. “Your majesty.” He smiled, turning red.

She laughed. “Hello, Nick. No need to get up. And no need for such formalities, my dear.”

He nodded and waited until she and Bill had left the room before sitting back down and finishing his peanut butter sandwich.

Bill led her silently down a hallway to the shifters’ cells, stopping in front of Seth’s. Bill stood silently next to her with his arms resting behind his back.

“Hello, Seth. How are you?” She immediately cringed internally at her choice of words.

He sprang up from the stone bench he had been sitting on, reading yet another tattered paperback. As if it were possible, he looked even worse than the last time. How he could have possibly dropped any more weight seemed unimaginable. Large, dark bags shaded his eyes. His hair was shaggy, his face unshaven. He eyed her protruding belly with surprise and mustered a smile. “Queen Malina, congratulations. Boy or girl?”

Her face softened at his appearance but was serious as she ignored the question. “What can I do for you, Seth?”

She was shocked when he got down on one knee. “I’m begging you to let us out of jail. We cannot live or exist like this. We need to hunt and shift.”

“Yes, you explained this to us the last time we were here. Your little confession about your Alcatraz escape also has not been forgotten. You pulled quite the stunt in 1937. If anything, we should have sentenced you to more time.”

He let out a ragged breath. “Yes, but don’t you see? That’s why we escaped in the first place. We could handle doing time on that island, even the violence of the other prisoners. In fact, we actually found it amusing to fight with the humans. It was almost fun. But we couldn’t shift, it was killing us slowly. The same thing is happening here. We’re starving.”

“Then I suggest you eat what the guards serve.”

“In their defense, my queen, they do eat, every bit of it. We have even been increasing their portions, yet, they seem to be wasting away,” Bill interjected.

She looked at him and nodded, then walked to Malachi’s cell, where he was standing at the bars, eavesdropping. He looked just as bad as Seth. Malachi was tall, probably six-foot-five, but hunched over in a defeated posture, he barely stood six feet tall. He was haggard-looking and very thin. He smiled weakly at her as he pushed a strand of greasy black hair behind his ear.

She walked back to Seth’s cell and eyed him curiously. “If we allowed you to shift in your cells, would this make you healthier?”

“I don’t know, but I doubt it. We need to hunt and we need blood, like the vampires,” he answered.

“So a bag of blood per week and allowing you to shift once a month under the full moon would not improve your condition? You’re telling me you physically need to hunt for your own food? I’m sorry, but that sounds like a load of malarkey to me.”

He let out a humorless laugh and got up from his kneeling position to sit back on the bench. He slung his long arms over his knees and folded his hands. Without looking at her, the smile left his face as he whispered, “It’s not. We are ill and will not be better until we are freed. This is cruel and unusual punishment—inhumane.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Well, it’s good you’re not human, then.”

He shook his head then looked at her, tears pooling in his green eyes as a strand of greasy blond hair hung over his right eye. “I’m begging you. I’ve lost Sheena, I’m in hell as it is. No amount of jail time will even come close to the suffering I’ve endured.”

Turning her face away, she looked at Bill and said, “I’m ready to leave.” She didn’t want Seth to see her own tears glistening in her eyes. 

Damn pregnancy hormones.

As she walked away, she called over her shoulder, “I will speak to the council and to Jonathan. Someone will be in touch.”
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Chapter 2
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∞∞∞

LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA – 1918

As she disembarked the train, cardboard hatbox slung over her arm, she put her palm over her eyes to shield them from the sun. The mild climate and warm sun put her in an instant good mood.

Her heels clacked along the railway’s platform as she stood at the end, waiting delivery of her one and only suitcase. Once received, she clumsily dragged it along the platform and into the railway station. She sat on a bench to rest a minute, parking the suitcase next to her.

“Hello,” she heard a voice say. 

She looked up to see the most handsome man she had ever seen. His square jaw and straight nose complemented the big smile he wore. Warm brown eyes stared down at her. He held his hat to the chest of his brown suit that was perfectly pressed. A gold watch chain was slung across the front of it.

“Hello,” she managed to squeak out after she found her voice.

He continued to smile. “I couldn’t help but notice you struggling with your suitcase as you left the train. Did you need some help, or are you waiting for your husband?”

She batted long eyelashes at him and swallowed hard. “No. It’s just me. No husband.”

“May I sit?” he asked, pointing at the empty space next to her on the bench.

She blushed. “Yes, of course.” She moved the hatbox to her lap.

“My name is David. Pardon my candor, but you are the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes on.” 

She could feel her cheeks heat up even more. “Oh, my. Well, thank you. My name is Kathryn. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

He kissed the gloved hand she had proffered but didn’t release it right away. “So, are you new to L.A.?” 

“Yes, just arrived from Chicago,” she answered.

He looked surprised. “A young woman traveling alone in big cities... wow, that seems a bit dangerous.”

Just as she was just about to respond with a spiel about how she could take care of herself, David whipped his head around as someone called his name. Kathryn turned toward the voice and saw an equally good-looking man calling out his name. He had an amused look on his face as he looked from David to Kathryn.

David chagrinned. “I’m sorry, that’s my boss. Will you pardon me for a minute?”

She smiled. “Of course.”

Kathryn watched curiously as her new admirer and his boss conversed. She sensed someone else beside her, but when she turned her head, she saw nothing. But, she felt something. A cold breeze passed across her face, and it caused her to shudder. She heard a slight whispering, despite the crowded, loud, bustling train station.

Dammit, not again.

Kathryn was no stranger to the spirits. Those who had already passed on seemed to always find her in a crowded room, or even when she was alone. When she was a child, it had frightened her at first, until she began to talk to them. Her father was told she most likely had “imaginary friends” which were figments of her imagination, the result of being left alone a lot with no mother and no siblings. As she grew older, and the part of her brain that fostered imagination and magic faded, logic and reason took over so she would mostly ignore them.

It was never something she could ever really see. Feeling, hearing, and sometimes smells were the evidence of a presence—and at the most inopportune times. 

The spirit she now felt whispered, “Go to him,” over and over. Kathryn closed her eyes, ignoring the spirit and its voice. She took a deep breath, waiting for it to just go away.

“Is everything all right?” David’s voice caused her eyes to pop open.

She smiled, then stood. “Yes, fine. I’m feeling a bit tired from the trip. I think I’ll go now. It was nice meeting you, David.” 

He grabbed her arm. “Wait!”

She looked at his hand around her arm then up into his pleading brown eyes. She said nothing, just waited for him to continue with her eyebrow raised.

He looked down at his hand and removed it. “I’m sorry. It’s just... where are you staying? I thought maybe I could take you to dinner.”

“Honestly, David, I was just going to take a bus downtown and check into the first hotel I saw.”

He tilted his head at her. “Boy, don’t you fly by the seat of your pants.”

“You could say that,” she said, pulling out a cigarette and popping it between her lips.

David immediately pulled out a lighter and assisted her.

“Thanks,” she said, blowing smoke out the side of her mouth.

He studied her for a second. “Would you please stay here for one more minute?”

“Sure,” she replied with a shrug.

David went over to his boss, who was speaking to the man at the ticket window, and had another brief conversation with him. As he returned, he smiled.

“Andrew says it would be okay if I escorted you to your hotel.” He beamed.

She looked a bit surprised. She really wasn’t expecting to meet people this quickly upon arriving in Los Angeles, and truthfully, she didn’t feel like lugging the suitcase around by herself, so she smiled at David and said, “I’d appreciate that.”

“Let’s not take the bus, we can take a taxi instead,” David said, lifting her suitcase with ease. She was a bit surprised at how easily he handled it. It was quite heavy to her but seemed to weigh next to nothing for him.

“I know a great hotel, the Alexandria. It will be perfect for you, and I know the owners.”

As they exited the train station, somebody shouting caught her attention. “Spanish Influenza claims another one hundred in the greater Los Angeles area. Get your newspapers here!” said the boy, who looked no older than a teen, and was waving a newspaper in the air.

“Excuse me,” Kathryn said to David as she walked to the paperboy. She flicked the cigarette onto the sidewalk, then fished a nickel from her coin purse and handed it to the young boy. 

“Here ya go, pretty lady,” he said, flopping the newspaper into her hand.

She smiled. “Thank you.”

She rolled the paper and put it under her arm as she walked back to David, who whistled with his fingers at a taxi, which was slowing down. It pulled up to the curb and the driver got out, opening the back for Kathryn’s large suitcase.

Kathryn and David climbed in the backseat and the driver looked back at them with a smoldering cigar between his teeth. “Where to, folks?”

“The Alexandria,” David answered.

∞∞∞

Portland, Oregon – Present Day

Angel taped up the last box and looked wistfully at it. The war of emotions going on inside of her was going to drive her half-crazy.

She picked up the box with Pascal’s name written on it and carried it to Mike’s room. She knocked on the doorframe.

He looked up from the shoe he had been tying. “What?”

“I thought you’d want his stuff,” she deadpanned, holding up the box.

Mike scoffed. “Two hundred years old and he only has one box of things to his name?”

Angel sighed as she set the box down. She then sat on the bed next to him. “I think we need to talk about this.”

Mike’s face grew dark. “What do we need to talk about? Those punk kids put a needle in me and drugged me while they killed the only person I’d ever considered family. Then as I stumbled into the kitchen, I got to watch you stab him in the heart, while I sat there powerless to help him. Why did you do that, Angel? Did he really deserve the true death?”

Angel looked at him incredulously as tears formed in Mike’s eyes. Mike was one of the most even-keeled, quietest, nicest guys she knew. He was loyal and protective to a fault and was all about business. She had never, in almost forty years, had seen him show much emotion, not even when Darius was... re-humanized.

She put her cold hand on his arm. “Mike, there were a lot of things that Pascal did to me in private. Bad, awful things. I kept them from you, simply because I didn’t feel you needed to shoulder the burden of it. Pascal was very cruel to me. Do you know he pushed me off a balcony in Aspen?”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “No, he didn’t.”

She smiled sadly. “Yes, Mike, he did. The snow at the bottom wasn’t quite thick enough and I split my head open on a rock. I also broke my pelvis, my back, and my shoulder. It took me a week before I could get out of bed.”

He turned his head to the side. “I remember that, actually. He said you fell off a ski-lift.”

“Do you see what I mean? No, he lifted me up and pushed me over, simply because I told him to go screw himself. He didn’t like me smoking.”

Mike stared at the floor as if there were something interesting there. He wore a nylon tracksuit and was about to go to the gym to do a few rounds with the punching bag. “I didn’t know that, I’m sorry. But why didn’t you just leave? Why kill him? For that little punk, Brandon? He’s just going to use you and throw you away. Don’t you see that? He’s heartless, careless, and stupid. He will be the end of you.”

She laughed, but the humor didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Oh, I’m sure Pascal would have just let me go free. Yeah, right.” Then she added, “And no, not for Brandon. He thinks things are more serious than they are. He’s a kid. I’m sorry, but I’m almost fifty years old. I don’t look it, but I feel it. I’m old enough to be his mom.”

“Ew, you cougar.” Mike half-smiled.

She laughed, then grew serious again. “Let’s face it, Mike. Pascal didn’t exactly treat you with the most respect, either. You should at least admit that to yourself. Forty years of friendship and he still treated you like the hired help. That used to piss me off, too.”

Mike nodded. “I guess.”

“You know, we want you to stay around here. Brandon wants to take over as the leader. But you’re the oldest and have first dibs.”

He immediately shook his head. “I am no leader. I like to be the employee, not the employer.”

Angel figured that would be his answer. “Promise me something.”

He looked at her and rubbed a hand over his goatee. “What?”

“Don’t take any of Brandon’s crap. Sure, he’ll call the shots, and that’s fine. Just don’t let him disrespect you. Stand up to him.”

He nodded.

Angel patted him on the back. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. Brandon and Bryan have already admitted they need you. You’re great muscle and they don’t want to lose you. But I repeat, do not let them disrespect you. Give respect, get respect, it’s the code. You teach them that.”

He stood up, the nylon from his tracksuit rustling loudly. He scrubbed a hand over his bald head. “What’s in the box?”

“Just stuff. Some papers, photos, souvenirs he thought he needed. A few relics that look pretty valuable that you might want to keep. You can do what you want with it. The rest of his stuff is going in a bonfire.”

He looked at the box and then grabbed his keys from his nightstand. “I’ll be at Zach’s Gym downtown if you need me.”

∞∞∞

The eighteenth floor of the Murphy Architecture Building in Portland had been converted to more apartment space. While Jonathan, Kathryn, and Tyler occupied the nineteenth floor—the penthouse—Jonathan had cleared out the mostly-vacant offices of the eighteenth floor to create an entire living area for Thomas and Malina. Construction was almost complete and had taken almost three months. With furniture being delivered the following week, Malina was getting excited about all the upcoming changes.

The apartment wasn’t quite inhabitable yet, but Malina often went in to survey the construction. Earlier that day, carpet had been installed in the bedrooms and the hardwood flooring in the rest of the apartment was all done, as was the kitchen. No appliances yet. She was standing in a purple T-shirt and blue jeans, her bare belly showing a little at the bottom of the shirt. She had on purple ballet flats to accommodate her swelling feet. Sliding them off, she let her bare feet sink into the plush new carpeting.

Inside what would be the baby’s room, she stood with her purple thumbnail to her mouth, not quite biting, deep in thought. She looked around and wondered if she should bother painting or wait until the baby came. The door opened behind her.

“Hi, gorgeous,” Thomas said, wrapping his arms around her from behind, hands resting on her belly.

She leaned her head back onto his strong chest. “What do you think? Neutral paint or wait ’til baby comes? I worry about the fumes afterward.”

He laid his chin on the top of her head. “We wouldn’t have to worry about that if you would just go get one of those sonogram thingies and find out if it’s a boy or girl.”

She turned around and looked into his crystal-blue eyes. “No. I want it to be a surprise. Where’s your sense of adventure?”

He chuckled. “Okay. It’s your call. But as far as the paint, I say we paint it neutral, like white, and you can decorate pink or blue around it.”

“What do you mean ‘me’? You aren’t going to help?”

“I will do whatever you want, but you get to pick out all the girl baby junk. If it’s a boy, we’re doing a Superman theme.”

She laughed at him again and shook her head. “No.”

“Okay, I’m off to the gym with Jonathan. I’ll see you later.”

She frowned. “So late? It’s nearly eight o’clock.”

“I know. Zach couldn’t do our lesson ’til late tonight for some reason. No worries, Mrs. O’Malley, we will be back shortly.” He kissed her on the lips and left her standing in the baby’s room.

After he walked out, she pulled a small vial from the pocket of her jeans and yanked off the stopper. It glowed a faint blue color. She stared at it for a brief second before downing the liquid and shuddering a little.

∞∞∞

Thomas met Jonathan and Tyler at the elevators. 

“It’s about time, boy,” Jonathan said, punching his arm lightly.

Thomas rubbed his arm. “You do realize you don’t know your own strength, right, Thor?”

Tyler chuckled as he pushed the elevator button for the basement garage. The doors slid shut.

“You’re a wimp,” Jonathan continued.

“Whatever, man. Get a grip,” Thomas replied.

Tyler looked up at Jonathan. “Seriously, boss. You really don’t know your own strength. We should do a weight test with a baseball bat and see how many pounds of pressure your weakest and strongest hits would be. You’d probably be surprised at how much force you exert,” he finished.

Jonathan grinned. “That sounds like fun.”

The elevator pinged and they exited into the parking garage. They chose the white cargo van to go to the gym. It wasn’t in the best part of town and they didn’t need their conspicuous luxury cars getting vandalized.

The gym was a lot less crowded than the last time they were there. Fewer patrons, but the music still pumped loudly through the speakers, and all the TVs were on.

They made their way back to the fighting cages and Zach was waiting for them as before. He shook hands with each of them.

“How’s the nose?” Tyler asked. “May I?” he said, pointing at Zach’s face.
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