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      Chaz Brookshire was at the top of his game as the reigning MMA champion in his weight class. Life was good—fame, fortune, easy women—and he was looking forward to the next step. When the elderly driver had a heart attack and hit him head-on the morning after his title match, he thought his life was over.

      Now, two years later and nearly seventy-five pounds heavier thanks to inactivity while he recovered, he has found that the fame, money, and women have gone by the wayside. Determined to at least reclaim his health, he joins a local gym owned by the Kleist family.

      Cooper Kleist hasn’t had it easy—at fifteen, she survived cancer that ended her Olympic dreams. Now twenty-four, she works at the family gym, teaching gymnastics to little ones. Genetics and medications keep her a curvy girl, but she’s happy to be alive and treats everyone who walks in as if they were a  member of her family. After watching how she interacts with others, Chaz finally works up the nerve to ask her out.

      As he regains his former physique, will he stay with Cooper? Will his love be unconditional?

      
        
        **Suitable for ages 18+ due to adult language, content, and situations**
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        Cooper, age 15

      

      

      As my music played, I prepared for the last run on my floor exercise. Going into today’s event, I was confident that I would be named to the Olympic team. Finally. After ten years of practices. Countless strains and sprains as I learned new, more difficult elements. My day had gone relatively well, with high scores that put me in position to hear the officials tell the crowd, as well as the television viewers, that I was being added to the Olympic team.

      “Just the Memmel left,” I murmured to myself, my lips still curved in a smile. It was my most challenging element, with a seven-hundred-and twenty degree turn with my free leg held up in a one-eighty split position, but if I pulled it off, I was sure to cement my place. As the music crescendoed, I took off, flying across the floor as I gained the speed and height needed to accomplish the move. I felt something give in my knee when I landed but years of muscle memory kept me from falling flat on my face as the crowd stood, screaming and applauding. After bowing to all four corners, I somehow managed to make my way to the sidelines, where I nearly collapsed from the pain.

      “You okay?” my coach asked, handing me my water bottle.

      “It’s nothing, probably just a sprain,” I replied, sliding my warm-up pants and jacket on as a chill slid through my body.

      “I think this is going to get you there,” she advised, hugging me.

      “We can only hope, right?” I stated, my mind on my knee which was throbbing in time to my heartbeat.

      “Let’s get that wrapped.”
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      “In local news, hometown sweetheart, Cooper Kleist, is seen here waving to her fans as she is wheeled into the Mayo Clinic to undergo cancer surgery. As you may remember, the teen sensation was recently named to the U.S. Olympic team, however, her recent diagnosis has sidelined her. According to her coaches, she plans to be back at it as soon as she recovers. Best wishes, Cooper,” the anchorman stated.
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      “We were successful at removing the tumor, but she’ll need to undergo chemotherapy as well as radiation to ensure that it hasn’t spread.” Hearing that I was going to lose my waist-length hair was a bit troubling, but at the end of the day, as long as I was still alive, I’d deal with it, the same way I’d been dealing with all the changes I’d undergone since hearing the word cancer.
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      “I’m sorry, Cooper. Your days of elite gymnastics are done,” my doctor advised. “Your knee is completely rebuilt, as are the ligaments and tendons keeping it attached to your body. There’s no way you can risk training and performing since the drugs you took and will continue to take have made your body too unstable for that kind of punishment.”

      “But I can still do them, right?” I asked. “Just not at that level?” Now sixteen, I had just started a beginner’s class at my family’s gym, but I needed to be able to show the kids the moves and if I couldn’t, it wouldn’t be worth continuing.

      “Correct, not at that level. The constant wear and tear on your body performing at that pace would undo all of our hard work and could possibly result in an amputation. As it is, you have to take the anti-rejection medications for the rest of your life,” he replied.

      I resisted rolling my eyes because those lovely pills were wreaking havoc on my formerly lithe, slim body. Where once I was practically straight as a board as most gymnasts tend to be, now I had boobs, hips, and an ass. Sighing, I nodded. “I just wanted to be sure I could teach is all,” I stated. “Since I’ve been home, I started a class for beginners, but if it was going to undo all your hard work, I’d quit.” It would kill me since I’ve lived and breathed the sport from the time I turned three, but my health was more important, something I’d learned the hard way. In reality, I was fortunate because it was almost six months after the competition that named me to the Olympics before I capitulated and allowed any diagnostic tests run. I kept saying it was a sprain, that I wasn’t giving it sufficient rest. Any excuse I could think of but that all crashed into fiery flames the morning I got up and collapsed on the floor unable to get up. My parents then took over and before I knew it, I was headed to surgery.

      Running my hand through my short pixie cut, I bemoaned the loss of my long hair but knew that being alive was far more important. It would grow again and the important thing was I no longer had cancer. Yes, I had to take anti-rejection medication for the rest of my life thanks to the innovative surgery the surgeon performed to save my leg, but the weight gain was a small price to pay as far as I was concerned. Plus, now that I wasn’t on the road most of the year, I was reconnecting with childhood friends, and was about to go on my first-ever date. “Guess I don’t sound very grateful,” I murmured. “But I am, more than you know. I hate that I'll never have a shot at a gold medal, but maybe I can teach a little one who ends up achieving that when they get older, who knows?”

      He chuckled. “You have every right to be upset and angry. I know how hard you worked to get to that point in your career, but you’re right. It’s not the end of the world, you can always focus your educational pursuits in that direction and like you said, possibly be instrumental in training another Olympic hopeful down the line.”

      
        
        Chaz, two years ago

      

      

      “Your middleweight MMA champion, Chaz Brookshire!” the emcee screamed over the roar of the crowd. As I slung the belt over my shoulder, my arms raised high while I waved to the crowd, my mind was already on the next match even though I knew tonight would be all about celebrating. I briefly wondered who my manager would have there, but knew for sure that I’d see Lauren, my long-time girlfriend. A brief frown marred my forehead when she flitted through my thoughts. I knew she hated the time right before a fight because I wouldn’t have sex, and I suspected that she had been cheating on me. The irony was, we weren’t exactly exclusive since I spent a lot of time traveling, so I wasn’t exactly a paragon of virtue. There were a lot of cage bunnies hanging around after the matches and I’d gotten my dick sucked plenty of times in the changing room, although I hadn’t gone further.

      Once the obligatory interviews were finally done, my manager, Max, ushered me into the changing room. “Hurry up, Chaz, time’s a wasting,” he cajoled. “I hope you’re ready to party like it’s 1999.”

      I shook my head. “Man, you gotta get some new lines, those are stale as fuck,” I retorted, flicking my towel in his direction. “Give me twenty and I’ll be good to go.”

      “I’ll be outside keeping your adoring fans away,” he jested.

      “Fucker,” I grumbled, grabbing my travel hygiene bag as I headed toward the shower.
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      “Man, this party is lit,” I murmured, looking around the room. Lauren had opted against coming and while I was horny as hell, I figured I’d see her in the next day or so and could work off my horniness then. Instead, I was enjoying my third, or maybe it was my fourth, whiskey and coke and feeling no pain. That was actually not a bad thing because my opponent had gotten in a few good shots to my torso, so I was hurting. Part of me wished I could tell everyone to leave, but I knew Max would frown on that, so instead, I sat back and watched the crowd ebb and flow, getting drunker as the night went on.
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      “Fuck,” I hissed, rolling out of bed. “Probably shouldn’t have had that last drink.” Or, maybe those last three drinks, who knows? As I trudged into the bathroom to empty my bladder, I decided to go out for a run to help the toxins out a little bit. Once I’d pissed, I slipped into running shorts, a reflective T-shirt, and my running shoes. Making my way through the hotel room that Max had booked for the party the night before, I shook my head. There were half-naked bodies strewn on the sectional couch and more empty glasses and bottles than I’d ever seen in my life. Reaching into the small refrigerator that was tucked into a corner, I almost cheered out loud when I came away with a bottle of water, as well as one of Gatorade. I suspected before my run was over, I’d likely be puking my guts up, but if it made me feel better, I was all for it, to be honest.
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      “Two more miles to go,” I grunted out, my breath pluming around me. I’d already had one stop where I hurled up all the shit I drank the night before and now my head was pounding in time to my footsteps on the asphalt. I wasn’t as familiar with this area as I preferred to be, but I’d done everything I knew to do to ensure my safety while running, including adding the LED belt that intermittently flashed to alert others. That, along with my reflective shorts, shirt, and running shoes, would hopefully keep me from being hit. The sweat that was pouring from me reminded me of my drink choice the night before, and I longed to get into a shower to wash the rest of the evening away, before I called Lauren. I still wasn’t sure why she didn’t want to be at the party the night before, but we’d been together for a few years now and I figured I deserved an answer. Last night was what I’d been shooting for and she was a big part of that, encouraging me when I wanted to give up. So for her to decide she wasn’t going to help me celebrate was a bit concerning.

      I saw headlights ahead and moved over onto the shoulder, even though I was on the opposite side of the road. I honestly could never remember if I was supposed to run with or against traffic, because it tended to change from time to time. When the lights kept coming toward me, I yelled out, “Hey, asshole! Stay in your fucking lane!” As the car came closer, I moved further away from the shoulder until I was almost in danger of falling into a ditch. “Fuck!” I screamed as the car plowed into me, throwing me through the air against a tree. My last thought as darkness swirled around me was that I’d never get a chance to marry and have children.
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      “Mr. Brookshire, you have so much permanent hardware in your body, you’ll set off metal detectors at the airport,” the doctor stated. “So, no, you won’t be able to go back to what you were doing before the accident, sir. We literally put you back together again. Hell, it’s a miracle you’re even alive, all things considered.”

      I glared up at Max, who shrugged. “He’s right, Chaz. Dude, you spent two weeks in a fucking coma, for Christ’s sake! You’re practically in a body cast now, how do you think you can fight?”

      “If I don’t fight, I Iose my title,” I gritted out through my wired jaw. I knew I was a freaking mess. Hell, I felt like Frankenstein’s monster after Max detailed everything that was wrong with me. I had multiple compound fractures in both legs, my left shoulder was pretty much shattered and now sported a fancy artificial one, both arms were fucked up and casted, eight ribs were broken which caused a punctured lung and lacerated aorta. Various gashes and lacerations were stitched or glued and best of all, my damn head was shaved because during my coma, they’d found a brain bleed and went in to fix it. I was a fucking mess, but all I knew, all I’d trained for since high school, was being an MMA fighter.

      “Due to the circumstances, the UFC is allowing you to keep your title. What they’re planning to do is have a match between the second and third place contenders to issue a second title so that it can carry on since there’s no way you’re ever getting into the cage again unless it’s as a referee or coach,” Max advised.

      “What the fuck do I do now?” I muttered. Waking up in debilitating pain only to find out that my passion had been taken from me was fucking with my head.

      “Use your degree and become a trainer,” Max stated.

      “I think I need a Master’s though and I’ve only got my Bachelor’s,” I replied, my speech garbled. I couldn’t really sneer but I know he understood based on the look he gave me.

      “And you’ve got some credits toward that already, Chaz. Use your time in recovery to get it done. Hell, I’m sure most if not all of it could be done online.”

      I waved my casted arms around. “And I’m supposed to type how?” This time, I knew he heard the sarcastic tone because he glared at me.

      “I didn’t say today, jackass. You should be out of those in six or eight more weeks. I can go ahead and look for programs for you, get you enrolled, make sure your laptop is up to snuff.”

      “Who uses words like that?” I asked. I then realized the doctor was still in the room and looked at him. “My apologies, Doc, but this has thrown me for a loop.”

      “Totally understandable, Mr. Brookshire. Now that you’re awake, let’s talk about the rest of your treatment. I’ll want you here for another week at least to monitor against any further issues, then we’ll get you moved to a rehabilitation facility since you’re going to need full-time care right now. They’ll start physical and occupational therapy with you but the real work won’t happen until you get all of the casts removed. I think your friend has an excellent idea for your future because even though you cannot fight, I can assure you that if you weren’t in as good of shape as you are, you would’ve died.” The serious look on his face stopped me in my tracks because I hadn’t thought about that fact. “You training future athletes will be good for you, and who knows, it could save someone’s life.”
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