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		Chapter 1

		

		The Arena Claim

		

		

		The locker room door had barely closed after the last fighter when the ache in her calves forced a shift in weight. She pressed the heel of her hand against the knotted muscle above her knee and rubbed in tight circles until the pull eased. Raul stood a few feet away, one boot planted on the concrete, watching her with the same look he had used during the parade around the cage. His fingers tapped the folded papers against his thigh. A squeal of hinges cut through the low hum of the vents. Willa stepped through the doorway still in her fight gear, sweat darkening the fabric across her chest and shoulders. She wiped her face with a towel and tossed it onto the nearest bench. The red streak in her hair clung flat against her forehead. She looked from Raul to the woman by the lockers, then crossed the space in three strides. "The bet's settled, Vargas. Imogen's mine now. Transfer the papers or I'll make sure your next fighter never walks again."

		Raul pushed off the locker. "She owes me. The debt doesn't vanish because you won tonight. I paraded her for the crowd. That was part of the arrangement."

		Willa dropped the towel. Her forearms flexed when she folded them. "The rules are clear after a cage win. You took the bet, you lost the claim. Sign or I bring this to the table downstairs and they strip your license. Your choice."

		He stared at her for a long second, jaw working, then snatched the papers from his pocket and slapped them against the bench. The pen scratched once, twice, across the bottom. He shoved the document toward her without looking up. "Fuck you, Upton."

		Willa took the papers, folded them once, and slid them into the pocket of her shorts. She turned. The fluorescent light flickered once overhead and steadied. Her eyes found the woman still pressed to the metal, and for a beat neither moved. The distant clang of weights echoed from the gym beyond the door. Willa took one step closer. Then another. Her body blocked the view of the rest of the room. One hand came up and landed flat on the locker beside her head. The other settled on her waist and guided her back until the cool metal met her spine. The heat from Willa's skin carried the sharp scent of sweat and the iron tang of dried blood from the cut on her knuckle. Breath brushed the side of her neck, steady and warm. She kept her hands against the lockers, palms flat, fingers spread. The shorts rode up with the movement. The fabric pulled tight across her hips. Willa stayed there, chest almost touching, one thigh angled between hers without pressing forward. The red streak in her hair caught the light when she tilted her head. "Three weeks until the title fight. You stay close until the papers are filed and the match is done. No running. No second thoughts. Understood?"

		The words came low, close enough that the vibration traveled through the narrow space between them. The grip on her waist stayed firm, thumb resting just above the waistband. Willa did not move back. Her veined forearm stayed braced on the locker, the muscle hard under the skin. Outside, the crowd noise had thinned to scattered voices and the scrape of chairs. The concrete floor felt colder under her feet than it had minutes ago. Imogen's lips parted on an unsteady exhale, the single word "Yes" emerging hoarse and low as the question settled between them like a gauntlet thrown. The concrete floor felt colder under her feet than it had minutes ago, grounding her even as Willa's thigh shifted that fraction closer, the denim of her jeans rough against bare skin where the shorts had ridden higher. Imogen's palms stayed flat on the lockers, but her fingers curled slightly, nails scraping metal in a silent bid for purchase against the tide of sensation already building. Willa's thumb under the waistband traced idle arcs, each pass dipping a hair lower, and the heat from that touch warred with the chill creeping up her calves. Her mind churned through the wreckage of the past months - the family rejection that had left her with nothing but the clothes on her back and a debt that wasn't even hers to begin with. Her father’s gamble had turned her into currency, the underground circuit swallowing the last remnants of any normal life when the losses stacked too high. Calls home had gone unanswered after the final fight that sealed her fate; her mother’s silence had been the loudest condemnation of all. Now this woman - Willa Upton, the fighter who had paraded her like a trophy only to claim her outright - held the papers, the future, and the next twenty-one days in a grip that felt both suffocating and strangely anchoring. The title bout against Raul’s top contender loomed as the only path to clarity, the legal filing that could either dissolve the claim or lock it tighter. Imogen’s generous hips betrayed her resolve, canting forward almost imperceptibly into the space Willa had claimed, the ache from family voids clashing hard against this sudden, visceral pull that made her pulse hammer at her throat. Willa’s eyes flicked down, registering the movement, and a low sound of approval vibrated from her chest. Her hand left the locker to slide along Imogen’s side, then lower, strong fingers wrapping around one thick thigh with deliberate pressure that dug into muscle and sent a fresh jolt through her nerves. The grip tightened, parting her stance another inch, and then the same hand plunged beneath the waistband without hesitation. Fingers found her clit in firm, unyielding circles, stroking with the focused intensity of someone accustomed to reading an opponent’s every twitch. Wetness gathered fast, the soft, rhythmic sounds of slick skin filling the narrow gap between their bodies and echoing faintly against the metal lockers. Imogen’s breath hitched, breaking into a sharp gasp as her hips jerked once, then again, pressing into the touch despite every rational thought screaming caution. The possessiveness in Willa’s hold only fueled it, thumb and forefinger working in tandem to build a pressure that made her thighs quiver. The shorts offered minimal barrier, fabric stretching as Willa’s wrist flexed, but she didn’t linger long at the edge. With a fluid shift, Willa sank to her knees on the unforgiving concrete, the dull thud of impact barely registering over the rush in Imogen’s ears. Both hands yanked the shorts down and aside in one rough motion, the waistband catching briefly before snapping free and exposing the small heart-shaped birthmark high on her inner thigh - a detail no one else had seen in years, now laid bare under the flickering fluorescent glow. Willa’s mouth followed without pause, tongue dragging in long, deliberate strokes along sensitive folds, tasting and exploring with an appetite that bordered on claiming. The sensation pulled a helpless whimper from Imogen, her back arching against the lockers as the licks turned focused, centering on her clit with hard, rhythmic suction that sent sparks racing up her spine. The taste and scent seemed to drive Willa deeper, her grip on the thighs unyielding as Imogen’s legs began to tremble, knees threatening to give. The orgasm hit sharp and sudden, a cry tearing free before she could swallow it, her body locking and then shuddering in waves that left her slick and oversensitive. Willa lingered through the aftershocks, lapping slowly, the concrete cold against her knees contrasting the furnace of contact above. Imogen’s vision cleared slowly, the shock of her captive status still ringing through her thoughts like a distant bell. This was no arrangement she had chosen, yet her body had answered with an urgency that felt like betrayal to the hollow left by her family’s departure. The twenty-one days stretched ahead like a minefield, each one tied to the title fight that would decide whether she walked free or remained bound to this woman whose veined forearms now flexed under her touch. Something inside her shifted, the quiet resilience forged in losses and rejections surfacing like a second wind. Her hands moved, pushing at Willa’s shoulders with enough force to guide her upward and back until Willa’s back met the edge of a bench. Imogen followed, straddling the fighter’s face in one fluid motion, lowering herself to grind against the tongue that waited there. Her own hand reached down, slipping past Willa’s waistband to thrust two fingers deep inside with a steady, rapid pump that matched the rhythm of her hips. She felt the flex of those veined forearms as Willa gripped her thighs in return, the dual points of contact building a fresh coil of tension low in her core. The bench creaked under their combined weight, the distant scrape of chairs outside the only reminder that the arena still hummed with life beyond the door. Momentum carried them off the bench and onto the floor, Imogen easing back onto the cool concrete while drawing Willa atop her into a scissoring tangle of limbs. Their bodies aligned fully, clits meeting in urgent, slick grinding that sent friction sparking with every roll of hips. Imogen seized the lead outright now, setting a pace with her movements that Willa matched stroke for stroke, the power dynamic flipping as her quiet strength directed the rhythm. Sweat dampened their skin further, the locker room’s disinfectant tang blending with the sharper musk of arousal, the flickering lights casting elongated shadows of intertwined legs and straining arms across the floor. Each press built higher, the urgency mounting as breaths turned ragged and muscles burned from the sustained effort. The shared climax crashed through them in tandem, bodies tensing and then releasing in shuddering waves, the slick friction drawing out the peak until both were left trembling and locked together. A sudden creak from the far end of the locker room cut through the haze, followed by the unmistakable shuffle of approaching footsteps in the hallway beyond the door. Their legs remained entangled, hips still pressed close in the aftermath of the grind, neither woman moving as the footsteps drew nearer and the tension of possible discovery coiled tight in the charged air.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 2

		

		The Locker Room Collision

		

		

		Willa's weight shifted first. She rolled off, breaking the tangle of their legs with a quick flex of those corded thighs. Imogen stayed flat on the concrete a beat longer, her skin sticking where sweat had pooled against the floor. The footsteps scraped closer, right outside now, some fighter muttering about a lost mouthguard. Willa snatched Imogen's shorts from the bench, tossing them over without a glance. Imogen caught them mid-air, yanked the damp fabric up her legs. Her fingers fumbled the waistband, thumbs hooking crooked into the elastic. The muttering faded down the hall. Door didn't open. Just the low thrum of the arena's AC kicking back on, rattling a loose vent overhead. Imogen sat up slow, thighs rubbing raw from the grind. She tugged her tank straight, the hem clinging to her ribs like wet newsprint. Willa already had her fight shorts zipped, tank shrugged over those broad shoulders. She bent for her towel, slung it over one shoulder, red streak in her hair drying into a stiff curl against her neck. Silence stretched, broken only by the zipper on Willa's gear bag rasping shut. Imogen pushed to her feet, calves burning from the kneel earlier. She tested her balance, one hand on the locker edge, metal denting her palm. That heart-shaped mark on her inner thigh peeked when she shifted, skin flushed darker than usual. Willa turned then, eyes dropping to it for half a second before flicking up. She stepped close, close enough Imogen smelled the salt on her skin mixed with that liniment she rubbed on her knuckles pre-fight. One veined hand came up, thumb brushing the mark light, like checking a bruise. Imogen's breath caught on the scrape of callus against soft skin there. "You're marked," Willa said. Voice low, gravel from the cage rounds still in it. Imogen swallowed dry, throat clicking. Marked. Like the papers Raul had signed over. Her hips twitched forward on reflex, muscle memory from minutes ago. Stupid. She stepped back instead, heel bumping the bench leg. Willa's thumb pressed firmer, then dropped. She grabbed her bag strap, slung it cross-body. "Get your shit. We're out."

		Imogen nodded, automatic. She scooped her own bag from the floor, strap biting into her shoulder. The zipper stuck halfway, threads frayed from too many arena hauls. She yanked it free, stuffed the towel inside. Fabric rustled loud in the quiet, echoing off the lockers like someone shaking sheets. They moved to the door together. Willa ahead, hand on the handle, pausing to listen. Hall empty now, just the drip of a showerhead from the showers down the way. She pushed out first, Imogen right behind. Cool air hit from the corridor, carrying stale beer from the bar upstairs and the faint bleach from the cleanup crew mopping blood off the cage mats. No one around. Fighters mostly cleared out after the main card, hangers-on nursing drinks in the pit. Willa led toward the back exit, stride long and clipped. Imogen matched it, thighs chafing with each step, a dull throb building between her legs. Body still hummed, clit pulsing faint like an aftershock. She flexed her toes in her sneakers, grit crunching under the soles. What the hell was that? Captive. Willa's now. Papers said so. Raul's grip gone, but this? Heat flooded her face, cheeks burning. Family never wanted the fighter in her anyway. Dad's voice in her head, that last call before she hit eighteen: "You're no daughter of mine, chasing bruises." Void sat there always, a hollow under her ribs. This filled it wrong, too fast, too rough. But her hips had bucked into it, greedy. Willa shouldered the exit door open. Night air rushed in, LA smog thick with exhaust from the alley trucks idling for trash pickup. Chain-link fence rattled as a rat skittered past a dumpster. Willa didn't break stride, heading for her blacked-out Jeep parked crooked across two spots. Imogen climbed in the passenger side, door thudding heavy. Seat vinyl stuck to her thighs through the shorts. Willa fired the engine, headlights cutting the alley fog. No words. Just the V8 rumble and the click of Willa's blinker as she peeled onto the service road. Streetlights streaked past, sodium glow painting Willa's jaw sharp. Imogen stared out the window, Hollywood sign faint up the hills, letters chipped like old teeth. Twenty-one days. That's what the contract said. Willa wins the title shot against Raul's beast, that tattooed monster from Fresno with the knee strikes that shattered femurs last month. Papers transfer full. No more debts, no Raul sniffing around his "prizes." Freedom. But Willa's. Her fingers drummed the door handle, nail catching the plastic ridge. What if Willa lost? Back to Raul's cage, his hands parading her again. Or worse, Willa keeping her anyway, possessive streak turning permanent. Imogen's gut twisted, not all fear. Part want. That tongue on her, sucking hard till she cracked. Legs trembled remembering. Willa downshifted at a red, engine growling low. Her forearm flexed on the wheel, veins standing out like ropes. Imogen's eyes traced them, memory flashing to those fingers pumping inside her earlier, curling just right. "You eat tonight?" Willa asked, eyes on the light. Imogen blinked. "Uh. Protein bar. Before the fights."

		Willa grunted. Turned right onto Sunset, tires humming over tar strips. "Loft's got steak thawing. You train tomorrow. Early."

		Command, not question. Imogen's spine straightened. "What, like your sparring partner now?"

		Willa's mouth quirked, not quite smile. "Like my corner. You spot flaws. Raul's guy has a telegraph on his hooks. You saw it parade-side."

		Imogen had. Watched from Raul's leash, marking the tells. Now it served Willa. Her captive. Heat pooled low again, traitor body. She crossed her legs, shorts riding up. "Yeah. Drops his elbow first."

		Light went green. Willa accelerated, Jeep surging. "Good. We drill it. You hold pads."

		Silence fell again. City blurred: taco truck steaming carnitas at a corner, neon sign for Pink's Hot Dogs buzzing pink. Imogen picked at a loose thread on her bag, twisting it till it snapped. Quiet resilience, that's what got her through family cutting ties. Bouncing between gyms, scraping wins for rent. Now this. Owned. But the sex... her clit throbbed at the thought, concrete cold under her back, Willa's clit grinding slick. Willa flicked the visor down at a glare from oncoming. "Raul won't like the transfer sticking. He'll push his fighter dirty. Steroids, whatever. We win clean, papers lock."

		Twenty-one days. Imogen nodded to the dash. "And if you don't?"

		Willa's jaw shifted. Eyes flicked to her, dark and steady. "I don't lose."

		Confidence steel. Imogen envied it. Her own fights, she scrapped by on legs and grit. Willa dominated cages like she owned the air in them. Possessive. Like now. Jeep slowed for her building, steel gate sliding open on remote. Underground lot, spots empty except a rusted Civic in the corner. Willa parked nose-in, killed the engine. Click of seatbelts unbuckling loud in the sudden quiet. "Upstairs," Willa said. Door popped open. Imogen followed, bag bumping her hip. Elevator dinged, doors grinding shut. Space tight, Willa's sweat scent filling it. Imogen pressed the wall, cool concrete on her back like the lockers. Willa hit the button for twelve, thumb smudging the print. Gears whined ascending. Imogen's pulse kicked, echoing the lift's hum. Body still buzzed, nipples tight under the tank. Willa's arm brushed hers, deliberate or not. Veins flexed as she crossed them. Doors opened to the loft hall. Willa strode ahead, keying the lock. Door swung wide: exposed brick, punching bag swaying faint from earlier, fight posters taped crooked. Fridge hummed in the kitchen nook. Imogen dropped her bag by the door, toes curling on the hardwood. Home now? Captive loft. Willa kicked off her sneakers by the mat, thudding soft. Headed to the kitchen, yanked the freezer drawer. Steak package slapped the counter, frost crystals scattering. "Sit," Willa said over her shoulder. Pan clanged from a cabinet. Imogen drifted to the stool, wood cool under her ass. Watched Willa's back, shoulders rolling as she lit the burner with a Bic flick. Blue flame whooshed. Steak hit hot iron, sizzle loud. Garlic salt shaker rattled next. Imogen's stomach growled, loud enough Willa glanced back. "You eat like that tomorrow, no. Fuel up."

		Imogen traced a grain in the counter wood with her nail. "Bossy for day one."

		Willa flipped the steak, tongs scraping. "Papers say you're mine. Means I say."

		Mine. Word hung. Imogen's thighs clenched, mark tingling. Void in her chest shifted, not gone but crowded. Family rejection left her drifting. This anchored, chain or not. Plate slid across: steak steaming, juices pooling red. Fork clinked beside. Willa ate standing, knife sawing precise. Imogen cut in, juice dripping to her chin. Chewed slow, savoring the char. "Training starts five a.m.?"

		Willa nodded, mouth full. Swallowed. "Gym downstairs. Pads ready."

		Twenty-one days ticking. Raul's fighter waiting. Imogen forked another bite, fork tines scraping porcelain. Willa set her empty plate in the sink, water rushing. Turned, leaned on the counter edge, eyes on Imogen's mouth. Wipe your chin, almost said but held. Imogen swallowed, set the fork down. Stood, plate rinsing next. Water splashed her wrist. Bedroom door hung half-open down the hall, sheets neat on the king. Imogen dried her hands on a dish towel, blue stripes faded. "Crash," Willa said. Nodded that way. Imogen grabbed her bag, headed in. Door clicked shut soft. Mattress dipped as she sat, unlaced her sneakers. Thud to the floor. Sheets cool on bare legs when she stripped to tank and shorts. Slid under, cotton whispering. Ceiling fan spun lazy overhead, blades cutting shadows. Door opened again. Willa in the frame, tank hugging her torso, shorts low. She crossed arms, leaned the jamb. "Sleep. Tomorrow we work."

		Imogen rolled to face her, cheek mashing the pillow. "Yeah."

		Willa lingered, eyes tracing down. Then pushed off, door shutting with a latch click. Dark settled. Imogen stared at the wood grain, fingers twisting the sheet edge till it bunched. Body hummed lower, thighs slick again. Captive lover. Twenty-one days to fight for the rest. Hall light sliced under the door when Willa passed back, floor creaking once.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 3

		

		The Championship Contract

		

		

		Willa twisted the faucet off in the bathroom sink, water droplets beading on the porcelain edge before they slipped down in fat trails. She gripped the towel rack, brass cool under her palms, and stared at the drain where red tinged the swirl from a split knuckle. Fight night always left these souvenirs. She dried her hands, the terrycloth rough against fresh scabs, then flicked off the light. Her bedroom door creaked when she nudged it wider, the king bed unmade from habit, gray sheets rumpled across the foot. She stripped her tank top over her head, cotton snagging on the red streak before it dropped to the hardwood floor with a soft thud. Shorts next, kicked aside near the Reebok fight poster from her last title defense, the one with her arm raised under arena spots. Naked, she slid under the covers, the fabric sticking to her skin where arena sweat lingered in the creases. Ceiling fan chopped the dark overhead. Sleep clawed in slow. Imogen's door stayed shut across the hall. Good. Let her settle. Tomorrow meant work. The Timex alarm buzzed at four forty-five, shrill enough to jolt her upright. Willa slapped it silent, rubber button mashing under her thumb. Loft still dark, city hum filtering through the triple-pane windows. She swung her legs over the bed edge, feet hitting the chill floorboards. First thing, coffee. Kitchen gleamed under the undercabinet LEDs when she flicked the switch, stainless counters wiped clean from last night's plates. Folgers crystals scraped into the Mr. Coffee filter, two heaping scoops, then water sloshed from the pitcher in the fridge. Machine gurgled to life, black brew dripping into the glass pot. She leaned on the counter, veined forearms braced, and scratched a mosquito bite on her calf from some outdoor weigh-in last month. Itch flared red under her nail. Imogen's door cracked open down the hall, hinges whispering. Imogen padded out in the same tank and shorts, hair mussed flat on one side, bare feet silent on the wood. She paused at the kitchen threshold, thick legs flexing once as she scanned the space. "Coffee?"

		Willa jerked her chin at the pot. "Almost. Mugs in the cabinet." She poured when it finished, steam curling up bitter and hot. Handed one over, black, no cream. Imogen's fingers brushed hers on the handle, warm knuckles grazing. Willa pulled back first, sipped her own, scald hitting her tongue. "Contract comes today. Vargas bringing it personal. We read every line."

		Imogen blew across her mug surface, ripples dancing. "Yeah. Stakes clear enough." She took a sip, winced at the heat, set it down to cradle between both palms. Narrow waist twisted when she turned to peer out the loft's floor-to-ceiling window, LA sprawl glittering below under sodium lamps. "Your place. Nice view over the 101."

		"View don't win fights." Willa drained half her mug, set it by the sink. Steel beams overhead caught the first gray light leaking in. Punching bag swayed faint in the corner breeze from the vent. "You eat before bed?"

		Imogen nodded, picked up her mug again. "Steak hit the spot. Haven't had Kansas strip like that since..." Trailed off, thumb circling the rim. Void flickered in her eyes, gone quick. "Anyway. What's the plan till he shows?"

		"Shadow box. Loosen up." Willa grabbed wraps from the drawer, white cotton rolls thumping on the counter. "Help me tape. Then pads after."

		Imogen stepped closer, took the wraps. Her fingers worked efficient, looping around Willa's knuckles tight, thumb pressing the anchor. Breath ghosted Willa's wrist. Willa watched the motion, generous hips shifting when Imogen knelt to tape her ankles next. Heart-shaped mark peeked high on the inner thigh, skin pale against the dark fabric edge. Willa flexed her foot, testing the hold. Solid. Imogen rose, wiped her hands on her shorts. "Good?"

		Doorbell buzzed then, low grind through the intercom speaker by the door. Willa crossed the loft in six strides, slab oak underfoot. Screen flickered on the panel: Raul Vargas in the lobby cam, leather jacket zipped to his chin, face shadowed under the ball cap. "Let him up," she said into the mic. Elevator hummed distant, cables whining up the shaft. Door rattled under three sharp knocks two minutes later. Willa yanked it open, chain still latched. Vargas filled the frame, cologne punching through like cheap Axe mixed with cigar ash. "Upton." Nodded curt, eyes sliding past to Imogen by the kitchen island. "Brought your leash papers."

		"Get in." Willa unlatched, stepped back. He brushed past, boots tracking grit across the threshold, stack of papers clutched in one meaty fist. Dropped them on the steel coffee table with a slap, manila folder spilling open. Championship contract, official Underground Fight League stamp embossed red on the top sheet. "Twenty-one days. My boy Toro against you, main cage. You win title, you win her." Jabbed a finger at Imogen. "Full release. Every claim erased. Lose? She's back in my stable. Permanent. No appeals."

		Imogen edged closer, mug abandoned on the counter. Willa snatched the top page, broad shoulders rolling back as she scanned. Bold print screamed the terms: bout date locked, twenty-one days from last night's timestamp. Medicals waived unless flagged pre-fight. Purse triple for the winner, title belt included. Fine print buried the kicker: forfeiture clause if either fighter pulls out. She flipped pages, veined forearm cords standing out under the skin. "Toro's weak left hook. We know."

		Vargas snorted, dropped into the leather armchair uninvited, legs splayed wide. "Know all you want. He breaks jaws." Pulled a toothpick from his jacket pocket, wedged it between teeth, worked it slow. "Sign here." Slid the pen across, Bic ballpoint clicking on the glass. "Not yet." Willa held up a hand, kept reading. Imogen leaned in beside her, shoulder bumping Willa's arm accidental. Close enough for the tank strap to shift, exposing collarbone dotted with faint bruises from locker room grips. "Page seven," Imogen said, voice low. Nail tapped the clause halfway down. "Medical disclosures. If Toro's got priors over ninety days, they mandate release to the commission. You miss filing?"

		Vargas leaned forward, toothpick pausing. Frown creased his forehead, salt-and-pepper stubble catching the light. "What? That's standard boilerplate."

		"Bull." Willa traced the line with her finger. "Says full priors or contract voids on challenge. Toro's knee from the Fresno bout last fall. Over ninety. You file that?"

		He shifted, boot sole scraping the rug edge. "Files are clean. Sign it."

		Imogen shook her head, thick legs planted wide as she flipped back two pages. "Copy of the full packet supposed to attach. Nothing here." Her quiet tone cut sharper than a yell. Willa glanced over, caught the resilience in her jaw set. Past fights sharpened that edge. "Smart mouth." Vargas spat the toothpick onto the table, splintered wood rolling. Stood up slow, jacket zipper rasping. "Fix it later. Bout stands."

		Willa tossed the folder back at him, pages fluttering. "We sign clean or not at all. Twenty-one days. Clock your boy."

		He scooped the papers, stuffed them under his arm. "Lose, Upton, and I parade her proper. No quick locker fucks." Door banged shut behind him, elevator ping echoing down the hall. Silence dropped heavy. Willa locked the deadbolt, twisted twice. Turned back. Imogen stood by the table, arms crossed under her chest, narrow waist flaring to hips that still carried locker room heat. "That knee," Imogen said. "I saw Toro live last summer, cage-side at the old warehouse on Alameda. Drops his elbow on inside turns. You feint low right, he'll expose it."

		Willa nodded once, grabbed her wraps again. "Show me." Stepped to the open mat space by the bag, heavy rubber underfoot. Imogen followed, dropped into stance mirror. Willa threw a lazy jab, pulled it. Imogen swept low, powerful leg whipping air inches from Willa's calf. Clean. "Again." They circled, footfalls thudding soft. Imogen called shots: "He turtles guard here. Hook upper sets the knee." Willa tested, jab to hook, felt the flow click. Sweat beaded on her temple quick, salt stinging a cut. Imogen's breath came steady, thighs coiling like springs. "Like that." Imogen stepped back, hands on knees, catching air. Generous hips swayed once when she straightened. "Cage-side, you see the tells. He blinks twice before the elbow."

		Willa wiped her brow on her forearm, slick trail cooling. Red streak stuck to her neck. Loft air hummed with the AC kick-on, cool draft raising gooseflesh on Imogen's arms. "Good eye." Crossed to the fridge, yanked two Gatorade bottles, lemon-lime flavor hissing when twisted open. Tossed one over. Imogen caught it one-handed, cap popping. They drank in sync, plastic crinkling. Vargas's threat hung, but the loophole burned brighter. Twenty-one days narrowed fast. Toro's knee, Imogen's sweeps. Pieces fit. Willa set her bottle down, cap rolling off the counter to clatter on the floor. "Pads now. Full rounds."

		Imogen nodded, gulped the last swallow. "Yeah. Let's drill it."

		Willa grabbed the focus mitts from the shelf, Velcro ripping loud. Slapped them together once, leather popping. Imogen bounced on her toes, ready. First combo flew sharp, mitts snapping under Willa's fists.
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		Imogen slapped the mitts higher, leather stinging her palms from the impacts. Willa's jab snapped left, hook right, the combo chaining smooth now after three reps. Sweat slicked Imogen's tank top to her ribs, the fabric chafing where it bunched under her sports bra. She pivoted back a step, feet planted wide on the rubber mat in the loft's corner, the heavy bag swaying from Willa's earlier punches. "Switch stances," Willa said. Dropped her gloves to her sides, chest heaving under the black compression shirt. Red streak plastered flat against her temple. Imogen shook out her arms. The pads hung heavy, wrists aching from holding square. "That was the last one for now. We need to talk."

		Willa's eyes narrowed. She peeled off her gloves, fingers working the Velcro with quick rips. "Talk later. Gym's got the full setup."

		Imogen set the mitts on the shelf by the fridge. Gatorade bottle still sweated condensation beside them, ring marking the counter. Yesterday's locker room heat clung in her muscles, a dull throb between her thighs, but that stayed locked down. One slip. Done. She crossed her arms, nails digging crescents into her biceps. "No. Yesterday was... whatever. Heat of the moment. Doesn't change the deal. I'm here to help with Toro, then out once you win."

		Willa snorted. Grabbed a towel from the rack, snapped it once over her shoulder. "You think a fuck rewrites the papers? Vargas signed you over. You're mine until the cage." She tossed the towel back, veined forearms flexing as she yanked a water bottle from the fridge door. Door slammed shut harder than needed. Imogen's jaw worked side to side, molars grinding the inside of her cheek raw. Family echoes hit then, Dad's last words before the door locked her out: prize or trash, nothing in between. "Not like that. Training partner. Not your toy."

		Willa drained half the bottle in one tilt. Water dribbled down her chin, splashed her collarbone. She wiped it with the back of her hand. "Twenty-one days. Toro's got reach on me, knees like pistons. You spot tells? Fine. But you drill with me. Full schedule. Or Vargas gets his callback." She jerked her thumb toward the door. "Gym. Now."

		Imogen followed her across the loft, concrete cold under bare feet until they hit the side hall. Door at the end stuck a fraction, Willa shouldered it open with a grunt. The gym flooded them first: rubber mats wall-to-wall, black and pitted from years of drops, racks bolted floor-to-ceiling with plates that clanked soft in the draft from the vents. Sun cut slants through the high windows, dust motes spinning lazy in the beams. Punching bags hung in two rows, chains creaking, and a speed bag ticked faint rhythm from someone's forgotten last session. Smell hit next, chalk powder and old sweat baked into the pads stacked against the far wall. Willa flicked on the fluorescents, harsh buzz filling the space. She pointed to the whiteboard by the door. "Schedule starts today. Six a.m. footwork. Noon pads. Four spar. Night tape review. Eat clean, sleep here." Marker squeaked as she scrawled the blocks in black block letters, slots filled tight from dawn to dark. Imogen scanned it. No gaps. No outs. Her quads burned already from the stance holds. "Sparring? I'm not cleared for full contact."

		"You held pads like you forgot. Leg sweeps clean out the air. We build on that." Willa dropped to the mat, unlaced her sneakers with quick tugs. Kicked them aside, toes flexing against the rubber. "Start with footwork. Mirror me."

		Imogen toed off her own shoes, bunched socks next to Willa's Nikes. Mat gripped her soles, tacky from spilled resin. They squared up center ring, taped lines marking the edges. Willa bounced light, shoulders rolling loose. Imogen matched, thick thighs coiling as she slid side to side, pivots sharp. Willa's reach probed first, palm out like a jab, testing distance. Imogen ducked under, swept low with her right leg, shin whistling past Willa's calf by a hair. "Good," Willa said. Reset, circle left. "Toro turtles here. Feint low."

		They ran it ten times, then twenty. Sweat beaded Imogen's lower back, trickled hot into the waistband of her shorts. Willa's breaths came ragged now, V-torso gleaming under the lights. Imogen's birthmark itched where shorts rode up, skin chafing raw. One pivot slipped, her heel caught an edge seam. Willa pressed, hand clamping her shoulder to steady. Grip lingered a beat too long, thumb pressing the muscle there. Imogen shrugged it off. "Got it."

		Door buzzer cut the air, shrill over the vents. Willa froze mid-stance. "Ignore."

		It buzzed again, insistent. Imogen glanced at the steel door, reinforced with a deadbolt bar. Gym entrance faced the alley loading dock, no windows. Willa stalked over, yanked the intercom toggle. Static crackled. "Delivery for Upton," gravel voice said. "Vargas sends regards."

		Willa's knuckles whitened on the handle. She cracked the door six inches, chain rattling taut. Imogen edged behind, close enough to smell Willa's sweat mixed with chalk. Man outside filled the frame, shaved head scarred along the temple, Raul's ink crawling up his neck: coiled snake with fangs bared. Envelope thrust forward, thick manila. "Read it," he said. "Boss says Toro's knee healed. No loopholes. Lose, girl goes back in the cage as corner bait."

		Willa snatched it, slammed the door. Deadbolt thunked home. She ripped the envelope, scanned the single sheet. Photos spilled out: grainy shots of the loft building, timestamped yesterday. One caught Imogen at the window, profile sharp. Imogen picked it up. Her thumbprint smeared the gloss. "They're watching."

		Willa crumpled the rest. "Schedule doubles. Back to drills."

		No more words. They reset on the mats, footwork tighter now. Willa threw combos, Imogen held invisible pads with her stance, calling counters. "Elbow drop coming. Sweep inside."

		Willa tested it, jab feint low, hook high. Imogen's leg whipped, perfect arc clipping air where Toro's knee would drop. They chained it: Willa's reach pulling Imogen in close for the hook, her powerful legs countering the momentum, hips flaring as she spun out. Sweat flew off Willa's brow on the third rep, speckling Imogen's tank. Breaths synced ragged, mats squeaking under slides. "Full rounds," Willa said after forty minutes. Grabbed Thai pads from the stack, straps biting her wrists as she buckled. "Three minutes on."

		Imogen bounced toes, gloves laced tight now. First bell mental: she pressed, jab cross low kick. Willa checked the kick with her shin, bone thudding dull. Mitts popped back sharp. Imogen circled out, leg sweeping test. Willa jumped it clean, fired a straight that grazed Imogen's guard. "Again." Willa tapped pads together. Rhythm built, Imogen's thighs burning deep now, lactic fire spreading. Willa's shoulders pumped steady, red streak swinging wild with each pivot. One exchange, Imogen ducked a hook, came up inside Willa's reach. Their guards tangled, forearms brushing slick. Imogen felt the flex there, veins hard under skin, and shoved back hard. Willa grinned, teeth flash. "Closer."

		They drilled until the wall clock hit noon, hands on knees between rounds. Imogen gulped air, throat raw, generous hips swaying as she straightened. The void punched then, family faces blurring: Mom's turned back, sister's silence on the line cut dead. This felt like that, owned and empty, but Willa's eyes tracked her every reset. Protective? Or just the prize sweating value. "Break," Willa said. Dropped the pads, grabbed two protein shakes from the mini-fridge by the weights. Chocolate rattled as she shook them, tossed one. Imogen caught it, cap twisted off with a hiss. Thick sludge coated her tongue, chalky aftertaste. Willa chugged hers standing, bottle crinkling empty. She wiped her mouth, eyes on Imogen's legs. "Sweeps lock my reach down. Toro blinks twice pre-elbow. We got an edge."

		Imogen nodded, capped the half-empty shake. Put it on the rack. "Four p.m. spar?"

		Willa's nod came slow. "Rest first. Loft shower's free."

		Imogen shook her head once. "Gym one."

		Willa grabbed her towel. "Suit yourself." Door swung behind her, left the gym echoing empty. Imogen stripped her gloves, peeled the wraps slow, fingers numb. Mats stretched endless now, chalk dust settling. She crossed to the shower stall in the corner, industrial head spraying cold first blast. Water needled her skin, rinsed salt from the birthmark's curve. Raul's photos burned behind her eyes, snake ink flexing. Twenty-one days. Schedule pinned her here, boundaries smudged like sweat on pads. She twisted the knob hotter, steam fogging the tile. Willa banged back in five minutes later, towel knotted at her hip. "Forgot wraps." Grabbed hers from the bench, paused at the stall door. Crack open, eyes raking Imogen's outline through the glass. Imogen turned her back, soap suds sliding down her spine. Door clicked shut again. Afternoon rounds waited. Four p.m. sharp. Imogen toweled off, laced fresh wraps. Clock ticked to three-fifty. Mats still tacky from their steps. She shadowboxed light, legs loose now, testing the sweep arc solo. Willa reentered at four on the dot, hair damp combed back, fresh tank clinging. No words. Pads up. They circled again, combos flying faster. Imogen's hook slipped inside once, elbow clipping Willa's ribs light. Willa grunted, fired back a knee that Imogen stuffed with her thigh. Pressed close, breaths mingling hot. Willa's grip locked her bicep, pulled for the clinch break. "Out," Imogen said. Shoved free, reset. Last round dragged, calves screaming. Final bell, Willa dropped pads. "Tape tonight. Loft."

		Imogen unwrapped her hands, skin pink welts rising. Silence stretched, city horns faint through the high windows. Willa's shadow fell across the mat edge, towel slung over her shoulder. Door buzzer shrilled again.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 5

		

		The Strategy Session

		

		

		Willa yanked the gym door open before the buzzer could shrill a third time. A scrawny kid in a black hoodie stood there, plastic courier bag dangling from one fist, the Staples logo faded on the side. He thrust it forward without a word, eyes flicking past her shoulder to the mats behind. "Sign here," he muttered, shoving a scratched-up tablet her way. She scrawled her name on the screen, snatched the bag. Ten thumb drives inside, labeled in Sharpie with dates and opponent names. Raul's top fighter's bouts crammed onto half of them. She kicked the door shut, bag crinkling under her arm. Imogen peeled the last strip of tape from her knuckles, welts blooming red across her skin. She didn't look up. "Tape's here," Willa said. "Loft. Now."

		Imogen nodded once, grabbed her water bottle. Willa led the way through the heavy steel door at the gym's far end, the one that dumped them straight into the loft's main space. No hallway bullshit, just brick wall and the thud of their sneakers on polished concrete. The loft sprawled open under twenty-foot ceilings, steel I-beams crossing overhead like cage struts. Kitchen island dead center, black granite scarred from knife slips. Punching bag hung quiet in the corner now, chains still swaying faint from morning rounds. Willa dumped the bag on the coffee table, a slab of reclaimed oak that doubled as her strategy board. She cracked open the laptop, plugged in the first drive. Screen flickered alive, grainy footage from last month's undercard bout buffering slow. The timestamp read 3:47 a.m., some warehouse fight in Echo Park. Crowd roar crackled through the tinny speakers, fists on chain-link. Imogen dropped onto the leather couch across from her, thighs splayed wide in those loose training shorts. Water bottle twisted open with a plastic creak. She drank deep, throat working. "Start with Vargas's guy," Imogen said. "Last three wins."

		Willa scrubbed the trackpad, pulled up the file marked "RV-TopDog-8-15." Figure filled the screen, all six-four of him, cornrows slicked back, tattoos crawling up his neck like barbed wire. Broad as a fridge, knees taped heavy. He circled some wiry Mexican kid in the cage, feinted high, dropped low for the takedown. "There." Imogen pointed, nail chipped black from bag work. "Signature entry. Double-leg from outside, chains the underhook early."

		Willa paused the frame, zoomed on his stance. Left leg forward, hips square. Weak side exposed for half a second on the shot. She leaned back, veined forearms folding over her tank top. "You seen it live?"

		"Twice. Cage side, back when I cornered for Diaz. He telegraphs the level change with his shoulders dropping first."

		Willa hit play. The fighter exploded forward, slammed the Mexican into the mat. Elbows rained down, thudding meaty on the canvas. Referee hovered close. "Counter that," Willa said. "Show me."

		Imogen pushed off the couch, crossed to the open floor space between the table and the bag. No mats here, just scuffed concrete worn smooth from foot drags. She dropped into stance, knees bent, thick thighs flexing under the shorts hem. "You be him. Slow."

		Willa stood, mirrored the footage stance. Left leg forward, shoulders loose. Imogen circled left, baited the shot. Willa dipped, drove in low like the tape. Imogen sprawled back instant, hips shooting high, drove her knee into Willa's shoulder to stuff the entry. Willa rolled with it, came up empty-handed. Imogen reset, narrow waist twisting as she squared up. Generous hips cocked, ready. "Again. Faster."

		They ran it five times, Willa pressing harder each rep. Sweat beaded on her temples, red streak sticking to her forehead. Imogen's legs powered every sprawl, quads bunching like coiled cable. On the sixth, Willa chained the underhook real, yanked Imogen off balance. They hit the floor together, Willa on top, forearm pinning her chest. Imogen bucked, bridged her hips sharp. Willa spilled sideways, concrete scraping her elbow. Imogen scrambled up first, offered a hand. Willa took it, hauled herself vertical. Palm slid off slick. "Not bad," Willa said. "But he follows with the body lock. Wham."

		She stepped in again, wrapped arms around Imogen's waist from behind. Imogen twisted out, dropped low, swept Willa's lead leg with her own. Willa hopped, caught herself on the table edge. Laptop wobbled. Imogen straightened, breathing steady. "That's the hole. His right knee buckles on the check. From there, you guillotine the neck on the way down."

		Willa rubbed her shin where the sweep landed, skin pink. Nodded once. "Run it full speed."

		They cleared the table first. Willa swept thumb drives into the bag, shoved the laptop aside. Imogen dragged the low coffee table against the couch, made space. Ten by ten feet clear now, enough for chain wrestling without clipping furniture. Willa hit play on the laptop, volume up. Footage looped the takedown sequence. She dropped stance again, shoulders rolling. Imogen matched, eyes on her hips. Drive in. Sprawl. Knee stuff. Imogen anticipated the chain, spun inside before Willa locked the body. Right leg hooked perfect, swept the knee out. Willa dropped, Imogen's arm snaked under her chin, pulled tight for the guillotine. Concrete cold against Willa's back, Imogen's thigh pressing her ribs. Willa tapped twice on the meat of Imogen's forearm. Released. Imogen rolled off, sat up cross-legged. Birthmark peeked high on her inner thigh, heart-shaped shadow under the shorts leg. Willa sat too, knees bumping. Shared heat lingered where their skin touched. "Do that in the cage," Imogen said, "and he's eating mat five minutes in."

		Willa wiped sweat from her neck with her tank hem, abs flexing. "Weak side confirmed. Knee's taped every bout. Old injury?"

		Imogen shrugged, grabbed her water. "Heard it was a bad ACL tear two years back. Never full strength."

		Willa pulled the laptop close, scrubbed to the next file. Same fighter, different night. Downtown warehouse, strobe lights flashing off the chain-link. He favored that right leg on the feet, circled left always. Takedown attempts all from the same angle. "Stack more clips," Willa said. "We drill the counter tomorrow."

		Imogen leaned in, shoulder brushing Willa's. Screen glow lit her face blue. "Add the sprawl feint first. Make him bite, overcommit."

		Willa paused the footage, eyes on the frozen frame. Imogen's idea slotted perfect, turned defense into offense. She dragged a new file, labeled "RV-TopDog-7-22," spliced it into a playlist. Ten minutes later, they had a five-move chain locked: feint sprawl, bait shot, sweep check, guillotine finish. "Test it," Willa said. Back to the floor. Imogen took the attacker role this time, cornrows mimed with fingers scratching her scalp. Willa circled, feinted the sprawl low. Imogen dipped anyway, right knee dipping half-second early. Willa exploded in, swept clean. Imogen hit concrete ass-first, laughed once, short bark. Willa grinned, hauled her up again. Hand lingered on Imogen's bicep, felt the muscle twitch under skin. "Yours now. Drill it morning."

		They ran the chain eight reps, switching sides. Bodies synced tighter each pass, Imogen's leg sweep arcing precise under Willa's reach. Sweat slicked both shirts, tanks clinging translucent. On the last rep, Willa locked the guillotine sloppy, Imogen bridged free, reversed to mount. Her hips pinned Willa's pelvis, thighs clamped like a vice. "Out," Willa grunted, tapping her shoulder. Imogen rolled off slow, breath hot on Willa's neck as she pushed up. They sat there a beat, knees touching, city hum filtering through the loft windows. Traffic snarled on Figueroa below, horns blaring faint. Willa's pulse knocked in her ears, not just from the reps. Imogen's quiet pull dragged at her, that steady gaze cutting through the bullshit. Possessive itch crawled up her spine. Mine for twenty-one days, minimum. Lose the title, and Raul takes her back permanent. No docs, no freedom. Just his snake-inked fists collecting debts. Imogen twisted the water bottle cap half-off, recapped it. "That combo sticks, you're walking through him. Vargas won't have shit left to bet."

		Willa stood, grabbed the laptop. "Print stills. Wall."

		She crossed to the fight poster wall, Scotch-taped grainy screenshots from the drives. Opponent's stance blown up huge, red Sharpie circling the knee weak spot. Imogen joined her, taped the counter diagram beside it. Their elbows knocked marking lines. "Four p.m. gym tomorrow," Willa said. "Live drills."

		Imogen nodded, stepped back to check the layout. Generous hips shifted, shorts riding up. "And recon. Medical bay under the arena. Elena Voss corners half the card. She'll have his chart."

		Willa's forearm flexed on the tape dispenser. Elena Voss, old-school medic with the scarred knuckles and zero fuck to give. Knew every tear, every needle mark in the underground. Risky, poking that close to Raul's turf. But the knee intel could seal it. "Tonight?" Willa asked. Imogen's eyes cut to the clock on the microwave. Nine-forty. "Bay's open till midnight. Crowd thins after main events."

		Willa nodded, yanked the last strip of tape. Diagram stuck crooked. She smoothed it flat with her palm. Door buzzer shrilled from the gym side, sharp through the steel. Willa froze, ears pricking. Imogen's head snapped up too.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 6

		

		The Medic's Warning

		

		

		Imogen's fingers closed around the cheap box cutter tucked in her shorts pocket, the plastic handle warm from her thigh. She kept her eyes on the gym door archway, twenty feet across the loft's open floor. Willa slid off the stool like oil over water, smooth and coiled, her bare feet silent on the sealed concrete. "Stay," Willa said. Low, not a request. Imogen didn't. She matched Willa's stalk to the door, the fridge humming behind them like a distant generator. Willa punched the intercom button, screen flickering to grainy night vision. Empty gym hallway. Just the red exit sign's glow and a shadow from the alley light seeping under the far door. "Fucking wind," Willa muttered. She killed the feed, yanked the loft door open anyway. Chain rattled loose. Nothing but cooler air rushing in, carrying diesel from the parking garage below. Imogen exhaled through her nose, released the cutter. Her legs burned from the day's drills, quads thick and heavy like overfilled sandbags. She glanced at the wall of fight stills, Sharpie circles glaring under the track lights. That knee. One good sweep and the whole bout flipped. "Tonight," Imogen said. "Bay. Before they lock it."

		Willa locked the chain back, nodded once. She grabbed her hoodie from the coat rack, black Under Armour with the faded Pit logo across the back. "Gear up. Five minutes."

		They took Willa's Jeep, blacked-out Wrangler with off-road tires that thumped over potholes on the 110 southbound. Imogen rode shotgun, window cracked to cut the leather heat. City lights streaked past, taillights from Ubers clogging the off-ramp near Crypto.com Arena. Underground scene squatted half a mile east, in the old transit tunnels under Figueroa. No signs, just a chain-link gap by the storm drains if you knew to look. Willa downshifted hard into a service alley, gravel spitting under the chassis. She killed the headlights before the chain-link, bumped over the tire strips. The Pit's service entrance loomed, roll-up door dented from too many cage hauls. Willa punched a code into the keypad. Gears groaned, metal slats rising slow. Imogen scanned the lot. Two lowriders parked crooked, bass still thumping faint from open windows. No enforcers. Yet. They slipped through a side hatch into the underbelly corridors, concrete stairs slick with spilled beer and old blood. Air thickened, stale sweat mixed with bleach. Distant crowd roar pulsed through the walls like a migraine, main card winding down above. Willa led, shoulders carving the narrow hall, red streak in her hair catching the flickering sodium bulbs. Imogen stayed close, birthmark itching where her shorts hem rode up on her inner thigh. Medical bay door hung cracked, blue curtain half-drawn. Inside, steel exam table bolted to the floor, walls lined with dented lockers and a sink crusted with iodine stains. Antiseptic bite hit first, then rust from the pipes overhead dripping steady. A woman in gray scrubs bent over Willa's arm, her own knuckles scarred white like she'd gripped razor wire too long. Elena Voss. Imogen clocked her from old fight cards, the medic who stitched half the roster without asking questions. Elena's gray ponytail swung as she dabbed a cut on Willa's forearm, shallow slice from a sparring hook that morning. Gauze peeled back, blood beading fresh. "Twenty stitches last week on Toro's brow," Elena said, no hello. She taped the pad down, eyes flicking to Imogen without pausing. "You two poking the wasp nest tonight?"

		Willa flexed her fingers, veins popping blue under the skin. "Vargas's boy. Knee file. Recent."

		Elena snorted, wiped her hands on a towel slung over her shoulder. She jerked her chin at the lockers. "Knees, ribs, the works. But you didn't hear it from me." She yanked open the bottom drawer, rifled past syringes in plastic tubes and vials of unlabeled toradol. Manila folder surfaced, tabs labeled in Sharpie: "R.V. Prime - MRI 6/14", "Ortho Notes 7/22". Imogen leaned on the exam table edge, hip fat pressing the thin padding. Paper rustled as she flipped the top sheet. X-rays grainy but clear: hairline fracture in the left patella, taped from the last prelim. Recent notes scrawled in ballpoint: "Grade 2 MCL sprain, 4w recovery. Steroid stack ongoing. No clearance pre-21 days."

		"Jesus," Imogen murmured. She traced the scan with her thumb. That explained the hitch in the footage, the way he favored inside leg on takedown entries. One targeted sweep at thirty seconds, and he'd crumple like wet cardboard. Willa crowded in, breath hot on Imogen's shoulder. Her V-shaped torso brushed Imogen's arm, possessive lean without apology. "Deeper ties?"

		Elena crossed her arms, leaned on the sink. Water dripped louder now, plink-plink into the basin. "Raul owns the ortho downtown. Bribed the radiologist. Fighter's doped legal now, TUE from some ghost doc in Reno. Network's thicker than you think. Vargas runs point on three rings this side of the 405, bets bleeding into bookies on Sunset. Lose this, and it's not just her." Elena nodded at Imogen. "Whole circuit flips to his script."

		Imogen's gut twisted, cold drip down her spine. Family flashes hit unbidden: Dad's Bible thump on the kitchen table back in Bakersfield, Mom's whisper about "unnatural choices" before the locks changed. Void yawned wider here, under the arena lights. Freedom papers or Raul's collar. Twenty-one days to knee him into dust. Willa's forearm brushed Imogen's wrist, casual anchor. "Files copy?"

		Elena pulled a battered Xerox machine from under the counter, plugged into a surge protector humming with stolen power. Machine whirred to life, spitting warm sheets into the tray. "Burner drive if you had one. This stays here after." She slid the stack across, eyes sharp. "Surveillance upped. Raul parked two vans out back, boys rotating shifts. He knows you're sniffing."

		Door banged open behind them, hinges screeching. Raul Vargas filled the frame, silk shirt unbuttoned to show the snake tattoo coiling his pec, gold chain swinging. Belly hung over his belt, but fists stayed heavy, knuckles split fresh. Smell of tequila and Cuban cigar rolled in with him. "Recon team," Raul drawled. Spanish lilt thick, eyes raking Imogen like inventory. "Upton. Thought you trained solo."

		Willa stepped forward, blocking half his view. Broad shoulders squared, no flinch. "Public bay. Medical."

		Raul chuckled, wet and low. He sauntered to the table, plucked the top Xerox like it was junk mail. "Elena, always the soft touch." He crumpled it slow, tossed it at her feet. "Files mine. Fighter's mine. Bet's mine till the cage settles it."

		Imogen's thighs tensed, power coiling low. She edged left, positioning for the sweep path they'd drilled. Raul's loafers planted wide, off-balance already from the booze sway. Elena didn't blink. She swept the mess into a trash bin with her boot toe. "Chart's public post-fight. You know the rules."

		Raul's gaze slid to Imogen, lingered on her hips. "Prize talks strategy now. Cute. Twenty-one days, Upton. Lose, she slots permanent. My collection needs fresh."

		Willa's jaw muscle jumped once. She scooped the remaining copies into her waistband, casual roll. "Door, Vargas."

		He lingered, chain glinting under the bulb. Then shrugged, backed out. "Watch the vans." Door slammed, footsteps receding heavy on concrete. Silence dropped, thick as the drip resuming. Elena taped the folder shut, slid it under the sink behind bleach jugs. "He means the rotations. Every half-hour. Get gone."

		Imogen nodded, pulse knocking in her temples. Files burned against Willa's hip, weight of the knee intel solid now. MCL tear, steroid fog. Combo locked: feint high, drop low, finish mounted. Willa jerked her head at the exit. "Out."

		They moved fast, Elena's nod trailing them into the corridor. Imogen's sneakers stuck on spilled antiseptic, quiet squeak. Willa pressed the back stairwell bar, night air hitting humid and thick with exhaust. Jeep waited black in the shadows, but tires crunched nearby, gravel shifting under weight. Imogen froze mid-step. Willa halted too, hand on her elbow. Low voices carried from the lot, two men muttering Spanish. Boots scuffed closer, flashlight beam slicing the chain-link. Elena appeared in the hatch behind, voice pitched low. "Service tunnel east. Go now."

		Willa yanked Imogen sideways into the dark gap, chain-link rattling soft. They crouched low, Willa's breath steady on Imogen's neck, bodies jammed tight in the squeeze. Flashlight swept past, inches from their knees. Voices faded toward the vans. Imogen's powerful legs burned holding the squat, but she held. Willa's grip tightened on her waist, thumb pressing the flare of her hip. Possessive. Steady. They waited. One minute. Two. Then Willa rose, pulled her up smooth. Jeep door creaked open quiet, engine turning over with a low growl. Back on Figueroa, files safe in the glovebox, Imogen twisted the cap off a warm Aquafina. Plastic crinkled under her fingers. "That tear. We hit it round one, he's done."

		Willa accelerated through yellow, tires humming. "Drills tomorrow. Live."

		Imogen nodded, staring at the dash clock. Eleven-forty-two. Crowd roar still echoed faint in her ears, mixed now with Raul's chain glint. Deeper entrenchment. Elena in their corner. Commitment sealed, no backing out. Jeep bumped into the garage ramp, buzzer shrilling again as the gate rose. Willa killed the engine, pocketed the keys. Imogen grabbed the files, thick stack warm from her thigh press. Inside the loft, door chain rattled shut. Willa taped the new scans beside the old ones, red Sharpie circling the MCL arrow. Imogen stood close, elbow knocking as she added ortho dates. Footsteps echoed from the gym hall buzzer again, heavier this time. Not wind. Willa's head snapped up. Knife out in her fist.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 7

		

		The Enforcer Ambush

		

		

		The door buckled inward with a metal screech. Two men shoved through, shoulders jamming the frame, Raul Vargas's scorpion tat snaking visible above one collar. Willa lunged low, knife arcing toward the nearest gut. He batted her wrist aside, meaty palm connecting like a sandbag, sending the blade skittering across tile. Pain zipped up her arm. She pivoted into a knee strike, heel digging his thigh. He grunted, staggered half a step. "Hand over the puta," the one with the scorpion barked, eyes locking on Imogen. His partner cracked knuckles, veins bulging like garden hoses under scarred skin. "Vargas wants his property back. Now."

		Imogen didn't wait. She exploded forward, thick leg whipping out in a sweep that hooked the second man's ankle. He toppled backward, skull cracking concrete. Supplies cart flipped with him, gauze rolls unraveling white across the floor. She dropped her knee into his solar plexus before he could roll, driving air from his lungs in a wet wheeze. Willa drove her elbow into scorpion's jaw, cartilage popping under the blow. He swung wild, fist glancing her ribs. Bruise bloomed instant, hot and deep. She tasted copper on her lip, split open from the edge of his ring. Imogen scrambled up behind her, breath ragged. Scorpion grabbed Willa's V-neck collar, yanked her close enough to smell stale beer and cheap cologne. She headbutted his nose, blood spraying her cheek. He howled, loosened grip. She rabbit-punched his kidney twice, felt the give. The other man bucked Imogen off, rising with a roar. He charged her, arms wide for a clinch. She sidestepped, used his momentum to slam him face-first into the exam table. Instruments clattered, steel tray denting under his weight. Willa spun scorpion into the wall, his shoulder taking the impact with a thud that shook cabinets. Bottles rattled inside. He slumped, out cold, drool pooling under his cheek. Imogen pinned her guy with a mount, forearm across his throat. He clawed at her arms, nails raking red lines. She ground her elbow harder. Willa stepped in, stomped his knee sideways. Popped ligament. He went limp, eyes rolling back. Breaths sawed the air. Fluorescent buzzed overhead, casting long shadows over the mess. Elena Voss crouched by the door, .38 steady in both hands, barrel trained on the bodies. "Clear," she said. Lowered the piece into her lab coat pocket. "You two move like you've done this before."

		Willa wiped blood from her mouth with her sleeve, cotton soaking red. Imogen slid off the guy, stood slow, favoring her right quad. A fresh scrape wept on her shin, dirt-grimed. Willa's gaze dropped there, to the pale skin curving toward her shorts hem. That mark peeked higher, heart-shaped, flushed pink from exertion. Hers to guard. Raul's goons wouldn't touch it again. "Files," Willa said. Voice gravel. She scooped the knife, pocketed it. Bag sat unzipped on the counter, papers half-stuffed. Imogen grabbed the stack, shoved them in. Zip secure. Elena kicked scorpion's boot. No twitch. She nodded at the partner. "These assholes tailed you from the lot. Vargas don't send amateurs." She dragged a rolling stool over, patted it. "Sit, Upton. Lip's hanging."

		Willa dropped onto the stool. Sting hit as Elena dabbed Betadine on the split, orange liquid bubbling. Cotton swab pressed firm, no mercy. Willa gripped the seat edge, knuckles whitening. Imogen leaned against the sink, arms crossed under her chest, watching. Her narrow waist shifted as she breathed deep, hips cocked. Bruise darkened her forearm where the guy grabbed. Willa's fingers itched to trace it. Mark it back. "You drill that sweep?" Willa asked her. Kept gaze on Elena's work. Needle threaded for stitches. Imogen shrugged one shoulder. "Felt right." She flexed her leg, testing. Winced slight. Elena snipped the thread, taped gauze over. "Three stitches. Keep it dry." She turned to Imogen, cleaned the shin scrape with saline squirt. Imogen hissed, thick thigh tensing under the touch. "You're both lucky. Vargas ramped surveillance after last week's no-show bets. These two? Mid-level muscle. Means he's testing waters."

		"Testing what?" Willa stood, tested the lip with her tongue. Tender, swollen. "Your setup." Elena taped Imogen's leg, efficient pulls. Stood back, surveyed the bodies. "Kendrick here's the bet he lost clean. But underground rules bend when cash flows. He wants her yanked before your cage shot. Title fight's his leverage gone."

		Imogen's jaw shifted side to side, molars grinding audible. She righted the exam table, metal legs scraping. "He gets nothing."

		Elena snorted. Fished zip ties from a drawer, knelt by scorpion. Wrists bound behind, ankles next. Same for the other. "Damn right. But he'll send worse. I got ears in his camp. Fighter's MCL's paper-thin, like the scans say. Tear it early, he's folding. But you need corner eyes clean."

		Willa paced three steps, concrete cool under her soles. Antiseptic mixed with blood tang now, cabinet doors still ajar. Files weighed heavy in the bag over Imogen's shoulder. Twenty-one days to cage. Vargas closing the noose. Her thumb rubbed the veined ridge on her forearm, corded tight. Imogen synced that sweep perfect, covered her blindside without a word. Not captive. Partner. The thought stuck, sharp like the stitches. "You in?" Willa stopped. Faced Elena square. Medic rocked back on heels, ties done. Dragged the two toward the hatch, heels bumping uneven. "Conditional. I patch independents only. Vargas's network pays double, but they botch records. You win that belt, docs transfer clean. Imogen walks legal." She grunted, shoved scorpion through the hatch first. Thud below. "Plus, I like the show."

		Imogen hauled the second body, muscles bunching under her tank. Dropped him after. Slammed hatch, bolted it. Dust sifted from the seam. Willa nodded once. "Gym tomorrow. Figueroa and Pico. Six sharp."

		Elena wiped hands on her coat, yellow stains streaking. "I'll swing. Bring ice packs." She paused at the door, hand on knob. "Watch the vans outside. They circle back."

		Door clicked shut behind her. Silence dropped, broken only by the arena hum vibrating floorboards. Willa faced Imogen, close now in the narrow space. Sweat beaded her temple, dark hair sticking. Red streak dulled wet. "You good?"

		Imogen nodded, rolled her shoulder. "Yeah. That knee stomp? Nasty." Fingertips brushed Willa's ribs, light check. Pulled back quick. Heat ghosted where she touched. Willa caught her wrist before she dropped it. Held. Veins pulsed under her thumb. "We sync that in drills. Leg plus elbow. Opener combo."

		Imogen's pulse jumped. She didn't pull away. "Tomorrow."

		Willa released. Grabbed the bag strap, slung it cross-body. Led out, Imogen steps matching hers. Corridor lights flickered, shadows jumping walls. Boots crunched glass shards from the door jamb. Outside, night air hit humid, distant crowd roar pulsing like a bruise. Jeep crouched under sodium lamp, keys jangling in Willa's fist. They slid in, doors thunking. Engine growled awake. Willa checked mirrors twice, pulled onto the access road slow. No tails yet. Fingers drummed the wheel, leather creaking. Imogen twisted the Aquafina cap again, plastic crunching. Sipped. Swallowed. "Vargas," she said. Voice low. "He mention you in that threat?"

		Willa merged onto Figueroa, tires hissing wet pavement. "Not direct. Yet." Lip throbbed with every word. She dabbed sleeve again. "But personal now."

		Imogen capped the bottle, wedged it in the console. Her knee bounced once, stilled. "We hit the tear. End it."

		Willa accelerated past a semi, headlights sweeping chain-link fence. "Drills first. Live rounds." Red light ahead. She braked, engine idling rough. Glanced over. Imogen's profile cut sharp, bruise shadowing her cheekbone faint. Generous hips pressed seat edge, legs braced wide. Powerful. Hers. Light green. Willa punched gas. Loft ramp loomed blocks off, but gym first. Private space. No interruptions. She flicked the blinker, veered toward Pico. Buzzer code ready in her pocket. Imogen's hand landed on her thigh. Squeezed once. Gone. Willa's grip tightened on the shift. Higher cost. Deeper pull. No room for slip. Back tires bumped the gym ramp, gate grinding up. Willa killed lights. Door creaked. Inside, mats waited empty. Elena lingered by the heavy bag, rag in hand. "Told you I'd swing.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 8

		

		The Corner Reflection

		

		

		Elena wiped the heavy bag with her rag, slow circles over the scuffed vinyl. The canvas Everlast logo peeled at one edge. Imogen dropped her duffel by the Mirafit squat rack, zipper teeth rasping loud in the quiet. Gym lights buzzed overhead, yellow halos on the rubber mats that still held dents from yesterday's pads. Willa locked the door behind them, deadbolt chunking home. Her split lip pulled white when she turned. "You two look like you rolled through a car wash," Elena said. She tossed the rag toward the sink, missed. It slapped the concrete floor. Imogen bent to snag it, thighs flexing under her track pants. The fabric clung damp from the Jeep ride. "Close enough," Willa said. She peeled off her hoodie, V-neck tank underneath sticking to her ribs. Red streak in her hair caught the light, hung loose over one shoulder. Forearms veined tight as she shook out her arms. Imogen straightened, rag dripping in her fist. She crossed to the mats, knelt. Wiped at a smear of what might have been blood or Gatorade. Hard to tell. The enforcers' grunts echoed in her head anyway, boots on concrete. Her cheek throbbed where one had clipped her. She pressed the rag harder. Elena drifted closer, boots scuffing soft. "Hey. Corner chat." Her voice dropped, medic-low. Willa was already at the fridge by the wall, cracking a Dasani. Back turned. Imogen sat back on her heels, rag bunched in her lap. Thick legs splayed wide for balance. Elena crouched opposite, elbows on knees. Gray streaks threaded her ponytail, hands scarred from years of stitches and tape. "You been in the mix what, three weeks?" Elena asked. She picked at a loose mat seam, nail under the rubber. Imogen nodded once. Family faces flickered unbidden. Dad's last glare before the door slam. Mom's silence like a locked mailbox. Void gnawed quieter now, blunted by sweat and strikes. She twisted the rag, water squeezing out in a cold dribble down her wrist. Elena glanced over her shoulder at Willa, who swigged water, throat working. "That one's a freight train. Always has been. But you." She tapped Imogen's knee. "Your legs don't quit. Sweeps like that in the bay? Clean. She's drilling it into reps now, yeah?"

		Imogen shrugged one shoulder. "Counters mostly. Her reach eats distance."

		Elena snorted. "Not what I mean. You match her tempo. Quiet, but there. She corrects, you adjust. No balk. Fighters like her chew up the ones who fold." She rocked back, stood. Offered a hand. Imogen took it, palm rough against callus. Pulled up smooth. Willa capped her bottle, set it on the rack with a clink. "Warm up. Pads first." She grabbed the Title boxing gloves from the shelf, red leather scarred from knuckles. Thumped them together. Elena lingered a beat. "Changes sneak up. Keep the sync." She nodded at Imogen, then Willa. Grabbed her keys from the hook by the door. Buzzer whined as she punched out. Door thudded shut. Gym shrank around them. Ventilation hummed steady, pulling away the last traces of Elena's cigarette smoke from outside. Imogen peeled off her jacket, sports bra underneath hugging her waist. Hips flared wide when she stepped onto the mat center. Willa laced the pads onto her forearms, straps biting in. Veins stood out sharper. "Leg feed first. Low sweep, my elbow counters high." She tapped pads together again, rhythm sharp. Imogen bounced on toes, calves knotting. Started slow. Right leg whipped out, shin slicing air. Willa checked it with the pad, leather popping. They reset. Again. Sweat beaded on Imogen's neck already, trickling collarbone. Willa's tank darkened under arms. "Switch stance," Willa said. She stepped in closer, pad nudging Imogen's thigh. Corrected the angle with her knee. Fabric brushed fabric. Heat off Willa's skin cut through the gym chill. Imogen reset, pulse ticking in her temples. Family void stirred wrong here, tangled with Willa's grip on her wrist back in the bay. Possessive. Not like Dad's rejection slam. This pulled. She launched the sweep harder, shin thudding pad meaty. Willa absorbed, elbow pad swinging down fast. Imogen ducked, hips swaying back. Too close. Willa's breath ghosted her ear on the pass. "Good feed," Willa said. Voice gravel from the lip split. She didn't step back full. Pad hovered at Imogen's hip level. They chained it. Five reps left, ten right. Imogen's quads burned, power coiling tight. Generous hips rocked with each plant. Willa mirrored every block, shoulders rolling fluid. Broad, tapered. Red streak swung when she pivoted. Sweat slicked her neck, one drop tracing down to tank hem. "Live now," Willa said. Dropped pads to the side, thudding soft. Circled loose. "Your opener."

		Imogen nodded. Breathed deep, mat rubber sticking under her soles. She feinted high, dropped the leg sweep real. Willa jumped it easy, elbow arcing. Imogen twisted out, rolled shoulder into her ribs. Not full contact. Spar lite. Willa's arm hooked her waist, pulled in guard. Close. Bellies pressed. Imogen smelled salt and Axe body spray faint under it. "Break," Willa said. But held a count. Forearm flexed across Imogen's low back. Veins pulsed hot against her spine. Imogen shoved off, chest heaving. Picked up a stray water bottle, Fiji label peeling. Twisted cap with wet hands, sipped. Throat clicked swallow. Willa paced the mat edge, shaking arms out. Watched her. Imogen felt the stare track her hips when she bent for the cap she'd dropped. Heart-shaped mark itched high on her thigh, hidden but there. "Again. Weak side exploit." Willa tapped her own left ribs. Bruise from the enforcer purpling faint. "Chain the combo."

		Imogen set the bottle down, toed it aside. Drills blurred now. Twenty reps in. Legs heavy but precise. Sweep, counter, clinch. Each time Willa adjusted closer. Hand on her shoulder once, thumb pressing bicep knot. "Plant wider," she muttered. Fingers trailed down to guide her elbow. Skin electric where it grazed. Void twisted sharper. Not family cold. This heat bound different. Willa's commands landed intimate, breath on her neck during a reset. Imogen countered a feint, palms slapping Willa's guard. Slid low accidental, knuckles brushing inner thigh. Willa grunted soft. Didn't correct. They reset facing. Sweat dripped from Imogen's chin, splatting mat. Willa's dark hair stuck temple, red streak glossy. Chest rose fast under the tank. Broad shoulders squared. Imogen mirrored. Too aware of the narrow waist flaring to her own hips. Proximity forced it. Timeline squeezed days down. Vargas's fighter waited, papers dangling. No room for slip. "Full chain," Willa said. Stepped in. No pads now. Bare. Imogen swept low, shin whistling. Willa checked, hooked her leg behind knee. Pulled. Imogen fell back controlled, mat puffing under her. Willa followed down, knees pinning thighs. Not hard. Guard position. Forearms braced mats either side her head. Veins throbbed inches from Imogen's face. Lip split glistened, close enough taste copper if she leaned. "Counter escapes," Willa said. Hips settled weight. Heat soaked through pants layers. Imogen bucked once, hips bridging sharp. Powerful legs drove up. Willa rode it out, base solid. Smirk tugged her mouth. "Hold."

		Imogen's breath sawed. Heart mark burned under fabric. Void filled wrong, craving the press. Willa's V-torso loomed, muscles shifting live under skin. They drilled escapes. Hip turn, shrimp out. Each move ground them closer. Fabric dragged. Sweat mingled. Willa corrected with palms flat on Imogen's abs once. "Tighter core." Fingers splayed wide, dipping navel. Imogen bridged again, higher arch. Willa slipped a fraction, forearm catching her breast outer curve accidental. Both froze count two. Willa pulled back slow. Stood. Offered hand. Imogen clasped it. Pulled up. Palms slid slick apart. She chewed the cuticle on her ring finger, skin tearing faint sting. Willa grabbed the pads, slung over shoulder. "Cool down. Stairs."

		They hit the rower first. Imogen straddled the Concept2 seat, handle biting palms. Pulled steady hundreds. Willa beside, strokes syncing accidental. Grunts matched. Then stairs machine. Imogen climbed, quads screaming fire. Willa cranked beside, red streak bouncing. Sweat flew off her elbows. Stretch last. Mats again. Willa dropped first, legs wide straddle. Imogen mirrored, generous hips sinking low. Inched forward till burn. Willa reached across, heel to her shoulder. Pushed gentle. "Deeper."

		Imogen gripped her own ankle, forehead to knee. Felt Willa's sole press through tank. Steady. Breath synced ragged. Room spun quiet, vent hum only sound. Unresolved nights pressed in. Loft sheets. Shared heat. Commands blurring. Willa switched, foot to Imogen's chest now. Pushed. Imogen leaned into it. Cleavage parted under bra. Willa's eyes tracked. Lingered. Toe curled against sternum. "Enough," Willa said. Pulled foot back. Stood abrupt. Grabbed towel from rack, snapped it once. Wiped face. "Pack."

		Imogen rose slow, hamstrings twanging. Duffel zipper stuck halfway. She yanked. Willa crossed behind, hand landing her low back. Steered past. "Gym first. Loft after."

		Heat lingered where palm pressed. Imogen shouldered bag. Door buzzed open. Night waited outside, Pico traffic hissing distant. Willa's Jeep crouched under the ramp light. But gym air clung charged. Empty mats behind. Willa paused at threshold. Turned. Forearm braced jamb. Red streak fell forward. "Drills hold tomorrow. No gaps."

		Imogen nodded. Knee bounced once. Willa's gaze dropped to her mouth. Held. Hand twitched like to grab.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 9

		

		The Threshold Bed

		

		

		She grabbed Willa's wrist before the twitch finished. Skin slid under her fingers, slick from the gym cool-down. Willa's pulse jumped there, quick against her thumb. No words. Imogen tugged once. Willa stepped back from the jamb. Door clicked shut behind them as they moved into the ramp's sodium glow. Jeep keys jangled from Willa's pocket. Passenger door yanked open. Imogen slid in, vinyl seat sticking to her thighs through damp shorts. Engine growled alive. Pico Boulevard blurred past, taillights smearing red in the drizzle that had started. Radio crackled some old Dr. Dre track, bass thumping low. Willa's forearm flexed on the wheel, vein ridging blue. Imogen watched it. Chewed the inside of her cheek till copper hit her tongue. Loft building squatted off Olympic, chain-link rattling in the wind. Elevator hummed them up, six floors of scratched buttons and piss faint on the tiles. Door code beeped. Inside, exposed brick swallowed the lamp glow from the kitchen counter. Willa dropped the gym bag by the steel-topped island. Kicked off sneakers. Imogen followed, socks muffling on the hardwood. Air conditioner whirred, pulling the city damp inside. Fridge hummed next to it, stocked with those green-top Gatorades and leftover poke from Nobu. Willa headed straight for the bedroom door, red streak swinging across her neck. Paused at the threshold. Sheet metal frame, black-out curtains half-drawn against the skyline. Lamp on the nightstand threw yellow across the unmade bed, duvet kicked to the floor, white cotton sheets twisted like someone had thrashed in them. Pillow smelled of Willa's shampoo, that eucalyptus shit from the gym showers. Imogen stopped behind her. Hand still loose around Willa's wrist. Denial stacked up from the past nights, loft sheets shared but untouched, bodies inches apart under the pretense of rest. Gym proximity today cracked it. Elena's words from earlier echoed stupid in her head, about matching Willa's dominance. Bullshit. But the void gnawed anyway, family faces fading like old Polaroids, Dad's last glare before the door slam. She stepped in first. Pulled Willa with her. Door shut soft. Lamp switch stayed on. Imogen turned. Fingers hooked the tank hem. Lifted slow. Willa's abs clenched under it, ridges shifting. Tank peeled off, arms raising easy. Bra next, black sports one with the wide straps. Unclipped. Dropped. Nipples tightened in the cool air, dark against pale skin. Imogen's mouth went there. Tongue flat under one, lifting. Sucked hard. Willa hissed through teeth. Hand came to her nape, fingers knotting hair but not pushing. Imogen switched sides. Teeth grazed the edge. Sucked deeper, pull wet and loud in the quiet. Her own shorts chafed, damp between her legs. Fingers dipped under Willa's waistband. Yoga pants shoved down, bunching at knees. No underwear. Curls dark and trimmed. Imogen knelt halfway. Two fingers slid along the seam, slick already. Pushed in. Heat clamped. Willa bucked once. "Fuck."

		Rhythm built deliberate. In to the knuckles, out dragging slow. Thumb circled the hood. Imogen stood again, mouth back on the nipple. Sucked in time with the thrust. Wet sounds mixed with Willa's moans, short and punched. Generous hips pressed forward, grinding her shorts against Willa's thigh. Heart-shaped birthmark itched high on her inner thigh, sweat pooling there. Willa's free hand gripped the door frame, wood creaking. Forearm veins popped. Imogen curled the fingers inside, found the spot. Willa jerked. "There. Yeah." Voice rough, control slipping. Enough. Imogen pulled fingers free, slick trailing. Shoved her own shorts down. Kicked them aside with panties. Bra last, heavy breasts spilling out. She dropped back on the bed. Sheets cool under her ass. Legs spread. "Here." Willa kicked pants off. Climbed over. Imogen twisted first, knees by Willa's ears. Sixty-nine locked. Willa's breath hot on her clit first. Tongue stabbed in, broad swipe. Imogen groaned into curls. Lapped the entrance, salt and musk flooding her mouth. Clit next, hood back, tip firmed. Sucked light. Willa mirrored, nose bumping her folds. Tongues worked entrances then up, strokes focused. Imogen's thighs quivered, thick muscles locking. Arch came natural, back bowing off the mattress. Willa's hips ground down, chasing. Thumbs pried lips wider. Tongue fucked in deep. Imogen gasped, chin wet. Clit throbbed under her mouth. Sucked harder. Willa's moan vibrated through her. Bed dipped as they rolled slick. Imogen surfaced gasping. Pushed Willa flat. Straddled her thigh high, knee bracketing ribs. Cunt settled on muscle, hard and flexing. Rode forward. Slick smeared skin. Willa's hand shot up, two fingers thrusting in. Imogen slammed down. Pace set brutal. Bed frame knocked the wall, thump thump. Third finger joined. Stretch burned good. Imogen ground circles. Clit dragged Willa's thigh. "More." Willa bucked up, forearm corded white-knuckled on her hip. Grips bruised. Imogen leaned forward, nails digging pecs. Climax hit staggered. Hers first, walls pulsing fingers. She clenched, rode through. Willa followed, thigh slicking under her, fingers crooked final. Collapsed. Sheets stuck to backs. Imogen rolled off but stayed close. Side by side now, facing. Breaths sawed even. Willa's eyes open, tracking her face. Sweat beaded temple, red streak matted. Imogen's thigh draped accidental over Willa's calf. Heartmark peeked from under the sheet edge. Silence stretched. City bus rumbled blocks away. Fight clips waited on the laptop downstairs, Raul's guy grinning in grainy footage. Twenty-one days. Papers to sign her free, or whatever this was. Willa's fingers twitched toward her waist but stopped. Imogen scratched a scab on her knee from the enforcer scuffle. Didn't pull away. Willa shifted first. Elbow propped. Sheet slipped to hip. Broad shoulders blocked the lamp a second. She traced Imogen's collarbone with one finger. Light. "Tomorrow. Drills at dawn." Voice steady again. Control snapped back. Imogen nodded. Throat worked. Void tugged, family echo faint under the loft hum. Willa's hand flattened palm-down on her stomach. Warm. Possessive. Imogen covered it. Pressed once. Bedside clock glowed 11:47. Willa rolled to grab the water bottle from the floor. Plastic crinkled. Gulped half. Passed it over. Imogen drank, droplets spilling chin. Wiped with sheet edge. Willa's gaze dropped to her breasts again. Lingered on the curve. Knee nudged inner thigh, toe curling against the birthmark. Imogen tensed. Willa didn't push further. Just held there. Air conditioner clicked off. Silence deeper. Downtown horns blared distant, some asshole leaning on the wheel. Imogen twisted to the nightstand. Charger cord tangled. Plugged her phone in. Screen lit blue. Text from Elena: Files secure. Watch backs. Willa saw it. Scoffed low. "She's solid." Imogen set it face-down. Turned back. Willa's arm slung over pillow now, veined forearm loose. Red streak fanned on cotton. Imogen mirrored, shoulder brushing. Heat lingered between legs, thighs sticky. Sheet pulled up slow. Willa's foot hooked her ankle. Locked. Morning light would hit through the gap in curtains at 5:45 sharp. Drills no gaps. But now, Willa's breath evened. Imogen stared at the ceiling fan blades, still. Twenty-one days to the cage. Raul's fighter, knee weakness from the files. Her leg sweep perfect for it. Willa's reach to counter. Partnership. Captive shit blurring. Hand found Willa's under the sheet. Squeezed. Didn't let go. Willa murmured something sleep-thick. Imogen leaned closer. Ear to mouth. "What?"

		"Stay put." Willa's arm draped heavy over her waist. Pulled flush. Imogen settled. Chest to chest. Nipples brushed on inhale. Sleep pulled. But Willa's fingers drummed once on her hip bone. Stopped. Drummed again. Like counting rounds. Imogen's eyes opened to the fan click. Not asleep yet. Willa's scent everywhere, eucalyptus and salt. Thigh pressed insistent now, muscle flexing under hers. Response stirred low. She rocked once. Willa grunted. Hand slid down. Cupped ass. Squeezed. "Not tonight." But thumb traced the crease. Imogen stilled. Pulled sheet higher. Fan whirred on. Phone buzzed once. Ignored. Willa's breath hit neck. Steady. Imogen closed eyes. Fingers laced loose in Willa's hair. Red streak soft. Tug light. Willa settled heavier. Weight pinned good. Loft quieted. Only the fridge restart downstairs. And the drum of her own pulse, echoing the gym rower strokes from hours back. She chewed her ring finger cuticle again. Sting woke her tongue. Willa snatched the hand. Thumb pressed the spot. Held. "Stop." Imogen flexed fingers. Willa didn't release. Just gripped till sleep took her slack. Dawn would buzz the alarm. Laptop footage first. But this residue sat heavy. Named in the silence. Not fixed. Willa's forearm twitched in dreams, gripping nothing. Imogen watched it. Matched her breath.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 10

		

		The Setback Admission

		

		

		Alarm shattered the quiet at 5:45. Willa slapped it silent on the nightstand, her forearm flexing against the wood. Imogen shifted beside her, thigh muscle bunching under the sheet. Willa slid her leg free first. Cooled skin where heat had pooled hours back. She swung feet to the floorboards, cool under soles. Loft air carried yesterday's eucalyptus from the diffuser plug on the dresser. She grabbed yesterday's tank from the chair arm, yanked it on. Fabric stuck where sweat had dried funny across her ribs. Kitchen island next. Nespresso machine hissed as she punched the button for a double shot. Pods stacked in the drawer, half black, half vanilla. She picked black. Steam curled up while she booted the MacBook on the oak table by the floor-to-ceiling windows. Exposed brick caught the first pink smear from downtown. Traffic hummed low on Grand Avenue already, eighteen-wheelers gearing down for the turn. Imogen padded in barefoot five minutes later, hair tangled over one shoulder. She wore Willa's spare tee from the gym drawer, hem brushing mid-thigh. Generous hips filled the cotton out. Willa nodded at the machine. "Pod's in the slot."

		Imogen slotted one, hit brew. Cup filled with a glug. She leaned hip to the island edge, blew across the rim. Steam warped her reflection in the microwave door. Willa dragged the fight footage folder open. Raul's top guy, Marco Reyes. Last three bouts from the grainy arena cams. She scrubbed the timeline to the second round of the Fresno card six months back. Reyes dropped his guard on the break, knee dipping like clockwork. Files confirmed it. Old meniscus tear, scar tissue buckling under torque. "Pull up the chair." Willa tapped the screen edge. Imogen crossed, dragged the oak stool over. Wood scraped tile. She sat close enough her knee bumped Willa's calf under the table. Willa didn't shift. They watched the first clip twice. Reyes eating a hook, then countering with that long left. Willa's reach matched it dead on. Imogen's sweep from the files would catch the dip. Perfect setup. She paused the frame where Reyes's knee torqued funny. "Here. Your leg goes in low, hook the calf. He plants wrong."

		Imogen nodded, elbow on table, chin to fist. Her free hand rested on Willa's thigh under the table lip, casual. Fingers drummed once. Stopped. Willa caught the scent off her skin. Salt and the faint tang from last night, mixed with the Nespresso roast. Second clip. Reyes gassing late, breaths heaving through the mic pickup. Willa fast-forwarded. "Wind him early. Circle left, force the knee turn."

		Imogen's thumb traced a circle on Willa's quad. Muscle jumped under it. Willa gripped her wrist, set it back on Imogen's own lap. "Focus."

		Imogen's nails scraped her own shorts seam. She leaned closer to the screen anyway. "He favors southpaw on the clinch. Push north."

		Willa queued the third bout. Sacramento underground, crowd roar bleeding through the speakers tinny. Reyes stuffing a takedown, knee buckling on the sprawl. Imogen's powerful legs would shred that. Willa pictured it. Her own sprawl feeding the sweep. Reyes flat. Title docs signed over. Imogen's. Permanent. Phone buzzed on the table. Willa's. The one from last night, ignored. Screen lit: Unknown number. Text thread open. "Upton down. Knee popped in spar. Doc sidelines 7 days. Reyes preps clean. -V"

		She stared. Raul's leak. False injury report, planted through his network. Forums would eat it by breakfast. Bets shifting. Promoters sniffing weakness. One full training day torched already. They couldn't reschedule drills now. Paranoia protocol. No gym till cleared. "Fuck." Willa shoved the laptop back an inch. Wood thunked. Imogen read over her shoulder. Fingers stilled on her shorts. "It's bullshit. We sparred clean yesterday."

		"Doesn't matter. Word spreads. They watch for cracks." Willa scrubbed a hand over her face. Palm rasped stubble on her jaw. Salt from dried sweat flaked off. Twenty-one days gutted to twenty. Reyes knee still the key. But this? Distraction bait. Perfect timing. Imogen chewed the knuckle next to her thumb. Skin pink already, ragged edge. "We wasted last night."

		Willa's gut twisted. Footage looped back to the knee dip on its own. She stabbed pause. "What?"

		"You heard." Imogen dropped her hand flat to the table. Palm print smudged the oak finish. "Bed instead of bags. Sixty-nine got us nowhere but sticky. This is on us."

		Heat crawled up Willa's neck. Not anger. Something sharper. Imogen's admission hung there, quiet voice cutting concrete. No blame. Just fact. Like spotting a combo flaw mid-drill. Willa stood, paced to the fridge. Yanked the door. Condensation slicked the handle. Sparkling water, Topo Chico. Twist cap hissed. Lime wedge bobbed when she drank. Cold fizz burned throat. Imogen watched from the stool, legs crossed, thick muscle shifting under skin. "Sit." Willa pointed at the table with the bottle. Imogen uncrossed, planted both feet flat. Willa dropped back into her stool, dragged the laptop between them. Pulled up the full schedule grid. Excel sheet, cells color-coded. Red for rest days. Green for heavy bags. Blue for recovery. "They're counting on this." Willa tapped the screen. "Us off. Twenty days left after today. We cut reds. Every day drills."

		Imogen leaned in, breath ghosting Willa's shoulder. "No recovery? You'll blow out."

		"New drill. Incorporate it." Willa highlighted cells, typed fast. Fingers hammered keys. "Post-spar, ten minutes iso stretches. Legs only first week. Your sweeps need torque hold."

		Imogen's hip pressed Willa's now, table edge no barrier. "And the knee counters? My thigh's still bruised from yesterday."

		Willa glanced down. Purple bloom high on Imogen's inner thigh, heart-shaped birthmark peeking at the edge. Thumb itched to trace. She gripped the bottle tighter instead. Plastic crinkled. "Ice after. Then foam roll. We pair up."

		Imogen nodded slow. Pulled the laptop her way. Mouse clicked cells open. "Add clinch work mornings. Reyes stuffs takedowns sloppy if you feint high first."

		Willa watched her type. Narrow waist twisting as she reached the trackpad. Red streak in Imogen's hair caught the screen glow, hung over one eye. Willa tucked it back without thinking. Strands soft between fingers. Imogen stilled. Didn't pull away. "Five days straight first block." Imogen saved the sheet, emailed it to both phones. "No breaks till the sim fight Thursday."

		Willa's phone pinged receipt. She scanned the grid. Tighter now. Compressed. Rest days slashed to one mid-week. Recovery slotted in, paired. Imogen's legs against hers daily. Close quarters. Heat rising guaranteed. "Good." Willa closed the laptop lid. Click sharp. "Gear up. Loft bag work till noon. No gym."

		Imogen slid off the stool. Tee rode up, flashed hip curve. She tugged it down, crossed to the bedroom door. Paused. "Willa."

		Willa looked up. Imogen's hand gripped the frame, knuckles white. "That admission." Imogen's voice dropped. "Doesn't change the plan. Just... us drilling it out."

		Willa nodded once. Stood. Grabbed her own gym bag from the couch arm. Zipper rasped open. Gloves tumbled out. She caught one mid-air. Imogen turned into the bedroom. Door stayed half-open. Drawers scraped. Fabric rustled. Willa laced her Nikes by the table, double-knot tight. City noise picked up outside. Honk from a Prius convoy on Grand. Coffee cooled forgotten. She chugged the last Topo Chico, lime pulp catching her teeth. Bag rack waited by the exposed brick wall. Heavy one, Everlast, chain links greased fresh last week. She dragged it center floor. Velcro straps secure. First combo drilled solo while Imogen changed. Jab, cross, low kick. Thud rhythm filled the loft. Sweat beaded collarbone quick. Imogen emerged in shorts and sports bra. Powerful legs flexed on each step. She stopped at the fridge first. Grabbed a banana from the bowl. Peeled halfway, bit in. Juice dripped chin. "Your stance." Willa paused mid-punch. "Feet wider. Plant that sweep base."

		Imogen swallowed, wiped mouth back of hand. Dropped into stance. Banana peel tossed in the sink with a wet slap. She shadowboxed light. Hips dipped low on the sweep mock. Willa stepped behind. Pressed shin to Imogen's calf. "Deeper. Hook here."

		Imogen adjusted. Thigh muscle quivered under Willa's palm. Steady pressure. Heat seeped through skin. Willa held three seconds. Released. "Again."

		They ran it ten reps. Loft echoed thuds and breaths. Imogen's skin gleamed slick by rep five. Willa corrected her waist turn next, hands bracketing narrow flare to hips. Grip firm. Pulled once to set the pivot. Phone buzzed again on the table. Willa ignored. Forum alerts probably. Injury chatter blowing up. Imogen broke stance, grabbed water from the counter. Fiji bottle, cap cracked already. Gulped half. Droplets tracked her neck. "Reyes footage after this block?"

		Willa nodded, reset the bag chain. Links clinked. "Full sim. You call the knee."

		Imogen set the bottle down. Cap loose, water ring pooling on granite. She stepped up beside the bag. Held it steady for Willa's next combo. Forearms braced. Veins stood out under skin. Willa threw. Leather smacked palms. Imogen absorbed, shifted weight. Her free hand gripped Willa's tank hem mid-set. Twisted once. Fabric pulled taut over abs. "Steady." Willa said it low. Didn't shake the hold. Imogen's grip loosened. But thumb stayed hooked in the waistband. Nail scraped skin accidental. Bag swung back. Willa caught it one-handed. Forearm burned from the reps. "Switch."

		Imogen took position. Willa held bag. Her own breaths came deeper now. Eucalyptus faded under fresh sweat. Imogen's kicks landed solid. Thud low, bag chains rattling. Willa fed counters verbal. "Knee up. Block the reach."

		Imogen nodded, sweat flicking off her temple. Loft windows steamed at the edges from body heat. City skyline sharpened pink to gold outside. Mid-rep, Willa's phone lit up again. Missed call. Elena Voss. Voicemail ping followed. She glanced. "Voss. Says promoters bought the leak. Reyes camp grinning. We gotta show face tomorrow or they push the card."

		Imogen paused, leg cocked mid-sweep. Dropped it. "New grid holds?"

		"Barely." Willa released the bag. It swayed gentle. "Your admission bought us this. No more nights off."

		Imogen's chest rose fast. Sports bra damp patch center. She stepped close. Inches now. "Then drill me harder."

		Willa's pulse kicked low. Hand lifted. Cupped Imogen's jaw. Thumb swiped sweat from upper lip. Salty on tongue when she licked it off after. Bag chain creaked behind them. Imogen's hand found Willa's belt loop. Tugged once.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 11

		

		The Compressed Timeline

		

		

		Imogen's thumb caught the denim edge where it rode low on Willa's hipbone. Fabric stretched. Skin gave under the pressure, warm and slick. She held there, breaths syncing with the sway of the bag chain behind them. Willa's fingers stayed on her jaw, thumb still salty-damp from the swipe across her lip. Phone buzzed again on the granite counter. insistent. Willa dropped her hand. Stepped back. The space between them cooled fast. Imogen let the belt loop slip. Watched Willa's veined forearm flex as she snatched the device. Screen glow cut shadows across her collarbone. "Voss again," Willa said. Thumb swiped. Speaker on. Elena's voice crackled out, clipped like she'd run up three flights. "Card's shifting. Vargas pulled strings with the promoters. Main event bumped up. Nineteen days now. Your slot holds, but you miss tomorrow's lounge face-time, they slot Reyes higher. Call me."

		Click. Silence dropped heavy. Willa set the phone down. Slow. Granite clicked under it. "Nineteen." Imogen said it first. Her quads burned from the last set. Sweat traced the dip above her sports bra. "That leak was bait."

		Willa nodded once. Red streak stuck to her temple. "Bastard's forcing our hand. No lounge tomorrow. We drill straight through." She grabbed a towel from the chair back. Snapped it once. Wiped her neck. Droplets flew. "Gym. Full setup. Bag work's sloppy here."

		Imogen twisted the Fiji cap tight. Water ring gleamed on the counter. She nodded. Slipped on slides by the door. Willa yanked a hoodie from the hook. Zipped it halfway. Exposed brick hallway swallowed the loft door click behind them. Elevator hummed down. Eight floors. Stainless panels reflected their outlines. Imogen's thighs brushed together. Chafed from the reps. Willa leaned on the rail. Forearms corded. Phone in her fist still. "New grid?" Imogen asked. Voice low. Doors dinged open to garage concrete. "Barely." Willa hit the fob. Her black Tacoma blinked lights. "Cuts everything. Recovery drills between blocks. You shadow my reach, I eat your legs." She climbed in. Engine growled alive. Traffic snarled on Figueroa. Brake lights bled red across the dash. Imogen drummed fingers on her knee. Skin itched where the birthmark hid under spandex. Nineteen days. Vargas's top fighter. The cage. Title shot. Papers that locked her here. Permanent. No more claims from the old crew. No drift back to nothing. Willa flicked the blinker. Cut across lanes. "Reyes trains at that shithole in Echo Park. Full camp. We can't match hours. We match smart."

		Imogen glanced over. Willa's knuckles white on the wheel. "Sweeps chain into the knee. You said."

		"Yeah." Willa accelerated onto the 101. On-ramp curved sharp. "Your demo yesterday stuck. Power from the hips."

		Gym sat tucked off Sunset. Blacked-out windows. Chain-link gate buzzed open. Willa parked crooked by the curb. They grabbed bags from the bed. Imogen's mat rolled tight under her arm. Inside smelled like neoprene and iron. Mats stacked fresh against the mirror wall. Heavy bags hung in rows. Chains oiled quiet. Willa flipped fluorescents. Harsh white bounced off the octagon cage in the corner. No one else. Private hours. Imogen unrolled her mat. Dropped slides. Bare feet gripped the padding. She adjusted the middle bag. Chain links cold under palms. Centered it square. Swung it light to test. Leather creaked. Willa stripped the hoodie. Tank clung damp. She taped her wrists. Red athletic tape from the dispenser. Pulled tight. "Block one. Your legs first."

		Imogen stepped up. Dropped low. Right sweep cut fast. Bag jolted. Chains rattled. She reset. Left followed. Quads coiled. Thud echoed. Willa circled. Broad shoulders blocked the light. "Lower entry. Hip drop commits it." Her hand tapped Imogen's flank. Fingers splayed. Pressure firm. Imogen nodded. Sweat beaded at her hairline. She threw again. Bag snapped back. Willa's palm caught it. Held steady. Inches from Imogen's chest. "Chain it." Willa said. Voice even. Imogen exploded up. Knee drove middle. Leather compressed. Her thigh brushed Willa's brace. Heat traded quick. She dropped back. Breaths sawed. "Good." Willa released. Bag swung wild. She stepped in. Caught Imogen's elbow mid-reset. Adjusted angle. "Reach slips here. I counter high."

		They flowed. Imogen swept low. Willa stepped over. Jab popped air. Imogen blocked. Forearm stung. She pivoted. Knee again. Willa ate it on pads. Grunted once. Fifteen minutes blurred. Imogen's calves knotted. She gulped Gatorade from her shaker. Lemon-lime fizzed sharp on tongue. Willa reset the bag higher. For reach work. "Your turn." Imogen said. Swapped spots. Palms wide on leather. Bag cold against skin. Willa unleashed. Hooks first. Imogen absorbed. Shifted weight. Forearms burned. Then the straight. Skull level. She ducked. Called it. "Knee check."

		Willa's leg snapped up. Imogen fed the block. Thud vibrated bones. Sweat flicked from Willa's braid. Red streak swung free. "Again." Imogen twisted the chain taut. Her thumb nail caught a link. Bent it slight. Willa pressed close. Shoulder to shoulder. Breath hot on Imogen's neck. "Full sim. You call."

		They ran it. Imogen swept. Willa countered reach. Imogen chained knee. Willa sprawled. Imogen's hips bucked air. She rolled out. Up fast. Powerful legs propelled. Willa fed verbal. "Hip turn. Block left."

		An hour ground down. Imogen's sports bra chafed raw. She tapped out for water. Squats against the wall. Thighs quivered. Willa paced. Checked her phone. Frowned. "Raul's camp leaked the bump. Promoters confirmed. Nineteen days locked."

		Imogen straightened. Glutes screamed. "We show tomorrow?"

		"No." Willa pocketed it. "Lounge is trap. Vargas wants eyes on us split. We stay dark."

		Imogen nodded. Stepped to the bag. Adjusted chain again. Links pinched her palm. "Then recovery block. You drill me."

		Willa's eyes narrowed. She taped fresh. "Mount."

		Imogen dropped to mat. Back flat. Knees up. Willa straddled her hips. Weight pinned. Knees dug divots in padding. Forearms braced Imogen's shoulders. "Escape." Willa said. Imogen bridged. Hips bucked high. Willa rode it. Imogen twisted. Shrimp out. Free. Rolled top. Her thick thighs clamped Willa's waist. Powerful squeeze. Willa tapped quad. Grinned sharp. "Strong." She bucked. Reversed. Pinned again. This time chest to chest. Breasts compressed. Sweat slicked skin. Imogen's narrow waist arched. Hands gripped Willa's traps. Veins pulsed under fingers. "Again." Imogen breathed. Heart knocked ribs. They drilled. Positions swapped. Imogen top. Ground elbows. Willa bridged messy. Imogen slipped arm under. Pressure on neck. Willa reversed clean. Mounted reverse. Ass settled heavy on Imogen's belly. Hands pinned thighs. Imogen's birthmark itched exposed. High inner thigh. Willa's pinky grazed it accidental. Heat spiked low. Imogen bucked harder. Rolled free. Sweeps from guard. Legs locked. Willa peeled out. Remounted. Two hours. Mats slick. Imogen sprawled guard. Willa loomed over. Forearms on her knees. Pinned wide. Faces close. Breaths mingled. Eucalyptus gum faint on Willa. Under sweat. "Sequence end." Willa said. Didn't move. Her red streak dangled. Brushed Imogen's cheek. Imogen's core clenched. Not from the drill. Willa's weight shifted. Hip bone ground subtle. Friction sparked. Imogen's hands slid up. Gripped Willa's obliques. Thumbs dug the V cut. "Can't waste this." Imogen said. Voice rough. Generous hips rolled once. Test. Willa's pupils blew. She leaned down. Nose bumped Imogen's. "Nineteen days. No slack."

		"Then take it." Imogen's fingers hooked tank hem. Pulled up. Exposed underboob sheen. Willa held position. Elbows locked. Thighs flexed around Imogen's ribs. Phone buzzed distant on the bench. Ignored. Her hand dropped. Traced Imogen's waist flare. Palm flat. Heat soaked. Imogen arched into it. Quads tensed. Powerful legs scissored. Brushed Willa's calves. "Harder drills."

		Willa's thumb dipped lower. Skimmed spandex edge. Nail scraped. Imogen's breath hitched. She gripped Willa's braid. Pulled taut. Bag chain creaked alone in the corner. Fluorescents hummed overhead. Willa's free hand pinned Imogen's wrist. Stretched it overhead. Mat padding squished. "Stay." Willa said. Mouth hovered. Lips brushed on the word. Imogen twisted. Free hand yanked Willa's tank higher. Nipple peaked dark. She strained up. Tongue flicked. Wet suction. Willa hissed. Ground down. Cunt to cunt through layers. Pressure throbbed. They rocked. Slow at first. Imogen's hips circled. Willa matched. Friction built. Spandex dragged. Wet sounds started. Imogen's free leg hooked Willa's calf. Pulled closer. Thighs clamped. Willa released the wrist. Both hands now. Yanked Imogen's bra aside. Mouth latched. Sucked hard. Teeth grazed. Imogen moaned into the mat. Fingers tangled red streak. Pulled. "Off." Imogen gasped. Bucked. Willa sat back. Peeled her own tank. Tossed. Broad shoulders flexed. Then Imogen's spandex. Down thick legs. Heart mark flushed red. Naked now. Skin slapped skin. Willa ground deliberate. Clit to clit. Slippery. Imogen's generous hips bucked up. Hands gripped ass. Spread. Pulled. Willa's fingers found entrance. Two slid in. Crooked. Imogen clenched. Wet squelch loud. She thrust back. Mat squeaked. Willa's mouth on her neck. Bite mark bloomed. "More." Imogen demanded. Leg locked higher. Heel dug Willa's glute. Three fingers now. Stretch burned sweet. Rhythm punched. Imogen's clit throbbed against Willa's palm. She reached down. Thumb circled her own. Fast. Willa shifted. Sixty-nine drop. Sudden. Mouth on Imogen's clit. Tongue flat. Lick broad. Imogen cried out. Nose buried in Willa. Musky tang flooded. Tongue speared. In out. Clit sucked. Bodies arched. Hips ground faces. Imogen's thighs quaked. Powerful clamp on Willa's head. Fingers plunged deep. Curl hit spot. Willa bucked. Muffled groan. Climax hit Imogen first. Walls spasmed. Gush soaked Willa's chin. She lapped. Imogen shuddered. Tongue worked Willa frantic. Sucked clit. Fingers twisted. Willa came grinding. Thighs vise. Imogen drank. Salty pulse. They collapsed. Side by side. Mats damp. Breaths ragged. Willa's hand stayed between Imogen's legs. Cupped loose. Phone buzzed again. Bench. Voss. Ignored. "Nineteen days." Willa said. Thumb stroked inner thigh. Over birthmark. Imogen turned. Hand on Willa's breast. Nipple peaked under palm. "We finish the sequence."

		Willa nodded. Sat up. Grabbed tape roll. Fresh wrists. "Your legs. Full power."

		Imogen rose. Legs shook. Adjusted the bag. Chain pinched same spot. She stepped back. Dropped low. Willa watched. Forearms flexed.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 12

		

		The Rival Observation

		

		

		Imogen's heel drove into the bag's base. Chain rattled overhead. Willa counted the reps under her breath. Five. Six. Sweat traced the dip of Imogen's spine, pooling at the waistband of her shorts. Seven. The gym's fluorescent buzzed like a trapped fly. Willa peeled the tape from her own knuckles, fibers sticking to damp skin. Enough. They needed eyes on the street level tonight, whispers from the lounge crowd about Vargas's moves. Compressed timeline meant no more solo drills. "Wrap it," Willa said. She tossed Imogen a towel. White, frayed at the edges, the kind from the laundromat on Figueroa that always smelled faintly of bleach. Imogen caught it mid-air. Wiped her face. Droplets flew, spattered the mat. "Legs held. You saw."

		Willa nodded once. Grabbed her keys from the bench. The phone buzzed again. Voss. She silenced it without looking. "Shower here or lounge?"

		"Lounge." Imogen's voice came flat, towel draped over her shoulder now. She yanked the chain, bag stilling with a final sway. They moved without more words. Willa's truck waited in the alley, black paint chipped at the fender from last week's scrape. Engine growled to life, exhaust thick in the evening haze. Downtown traffic clotted Melrose, brake lights bleeding red. Imogen stared out the passenger window, fingers drumming the armrest. One two three tap. Repeat. Willa gripped the wheel harder, veined forearms corded. The red streak in her hair caught the dash glow, a slash against the dark. Fifteen minutes later, the lounge squatted under a graffiti-tagged overpass off Alameda. No sign, just a rusted door propped by a cinderblock. Willa shouldered in first. Smoke hit like a slap, cheap menthols mixed with spilled Bud Light and the undercurrent of unwashed fight gear. Dim bulbs swung from chains, casting pools of yellow on scarred pool tables and couches sagging under tattooed bulk. Fighters sprawled, some nursing bruises from undercard scraps, others barking laughs over dog-eared fight cards. Imogen stayed close at Willa's back. Heat from her body cut through the chill draft. They beelined for the bar, a slab of plywood on barrels. Tito poured drafts without asking, foam slopping over foam-flecked glasses. Willa slid a twenty across. "Two. And whatever Voss sent."

		Tito grunted. Pushed the glasses. "Heard about the date bump. Vargas playing dirty."

		Willa took a pull. Bitter fizz burned her throat. Imogen sipped slower, eyes scanning the room. Good. Catalog faces. Note the new ink on that cornerman's neck, the guy with the shaved head nursing a split lip. Then Marco Ruiz sauntered up. Vargas's second-string, all ropey muscle and a smirk that said he knew every cheap shot. Five-nine, buzzcut, scar hooking his left eyebrow like a question mark. He leaned on the bar, elbows wide, blocking Imogen's space. "Kendrick. Looking solid post-gym. Those legs could choke a title belt."

		Imogen didn't shift. Just raised her glass an inch. "Ruiz."

		He grinned wider. Teeth yellowed from too many chew tins. "Heard Upton's got you cornering now. Bet you'd shine solo. Vargas has spots open. Real paydays." His eyes dropped deliberate, tracing the curve of her hips under the tank. "We could spar private. Test that power."

		Willa's glass hit the bar. Wood thunked. She stepped in, shoulder brushing Imogen's. Broad frame filled the gap. "Back off, Marco. She's not shopping."

		He straightened slow. Met her stare. "Upton. Champion. Still undefeated?" Chuckle low, shared with the barflies leaning in. "Vargas says nineteen days. My money's on his boy snapping that streak. You brought the prize along to watch?"

		Imogen's fingers tightened on her glass. Knuckles paled. Willa felt it like her own pulse. Heat crawled up her neck, not the beer. Ruiz's gaze flicked back to Imogen, hungry. Open. Like she was meat on the block. "Walk," Willa said. Flat. She hooked Imogen's elbow, steered her toward the corner booth. Upholstery cracked vinyl, sticky under her palms as they slid in. Opposite sides. Safety. Imogen set her glass down. Circles ringed the scarred table. "Ignore him. Intel?"

		Willa scanned anyway. Ruiz lingered at the bar, talking low to two heavies in Vargas ink. "He's bait. Vargas watching through him." Her boot tapped the table leg. Steel-toed, scuffed from yesterday's pads. Thumb rubbed the veined ridge of her forearm. Imogen's thigh pressed the table edge under it, thick muscle still warm from the gym. "Not bait." Imogen's voice dropped. "He meant it."

		Willa's jaw worked. Beer soured in her gut. "Meant what."

		"You know." Imogen leaned forward. Elbows on table, narrow waist folding. Tank clung, damp patches at the pits. "Options. Out from under you."

		The word landed like a knee to the ribs. Under. Possessive grip she'd locked since the bet. Willa's fingers curled into the vinyl seat. "You're mine till the cage. Legal docs seal it."

		Imogen's laugh came short. No humor. She picked at the table's edge, nail scraping wood. Flake lifted, white under her thumb. "Till nineteen days. Then what. Champs keep prizes leashed forever?"

		Heat flashed. Willa slammed her palm flat. Table jumped. Glasses rattled. Heads turned two booths over, then away. "Leashed. That your read?"

		Imogen didn't flinch. Eyes steady, brown and unblinking. "Feels like it sometimes. Cornered here. Gym. Loft. No air."

		Willa's chest tightened. She grabbed her glass, drained it. Foam clung to her lip. Wiped with the back of her hand. "Air. You want air, take it. Walk now. Ruiz waiting."

		Imogen's gaze sharpened. Hurt flickered, quick as a jab. Gone. "Cheap shot."

		Truth burned anyway. Willa leaned in. Booth shadows cut her face half dark. "Not cheap. Real. You think I don't see the pull. Nineteen days, yeah. But this." Gesture between them, tight space smelling of spilled booze and her own sweat. "Not just strategy."

		Imogen's breath hitched. Audible over the jukebox kicking Springsteen, gravel voice cutting the din. She chewed the inside of her cheek, bulge moving under skin. "Strategy got me here. Lost bet. Family dumped me first anyway. Dad's voice still in my head. 'Disappointment.' Mom hung up last call. No words. Just dead air." Her fingers flexed on the table. Traced a cigarette burn, circle puckered. "Void like that. Eats quiet. You fill it sometimes. Pisses me off."

		Willa's throat closed. She saw it then. Imogen's shoulders, not just powerful. Hunched slight, carrying that weight. Family rejection. Echoed her own cracks. "Void." Willa tested the word. Tasted like ash. Her turn. Booth felt smaller, vinyl creaking as she shifted. "Betrayal did mine. Lena. Three years cage-side. Said she loved the fight in me. Then sold tape to Vargas's crew. My combos. Weak spots. Night before a title defense." Fingers drummed the table now. Mimic Imogen's tic. "Lost the belt. Woke up alone. Bed still warm. Fear stuck since. Let anyone close, they gut you."

		Imogen's hand moved. Covered Willa's knuckles. Skin rough from tape, warm. "Gutted me too. Rejection first. Then you claimed the pieces."

		Willa flipped her palm. Laced fingers. Grip firm. Possessive. But now laced with something rawer. "Claimed. Yeah. Can't outrun it. Nineteen days. Cage first. But after." Voice roughened. Jukebox switched to Metallica, bass thumping walls. Ruiz laughed loud at the bar, glance their way. Imogen squeezed. "After what. Say it."

		Willa pulled her closer over the table. Forearms flexed, veins popping. Red streak fell forward. "Mine. Not leash. You." Words tumbled. No filter. Booth swallowed them. Fighters' shouts blurred background. Her thumb stroked Imogen's wrist bone, protruding sharp. Imogen's eyes held. No deflection. Pupils wide in the dim. "Yours. Echoes the void sometimes. Fills it others."

		Pretense cracked. Gone. Willa's free hand cupped Imogen's jaw. Rough. Jawline tense under pads of her fingers. Pulled half across the table. Mouths inches. Breath shared, beery and mint from Imogen's gum. "No more distance. Cage needs us sharp. This too."

		Imogen nodded into the hold. Generous hips shifted in the seat, thigh brushing Willa's under table. Friction sparked. "No distance."

		Ruiz stood then. Pushed off the bar. Heavies flanked. Nodded their booth. Willa broke eye contact first. Scanned. Three on two. Door twenty feet. Tito's bat under the counter. "Time," Willa said. She dropped a ten on the table. Stood, pulling Imogen up. Broad shoulders squared. "Vargas eyes everywhere. Safe house. Now."

		Imogen's hand stayed in hers. Powerful legs planted wide. Ready. Lounge noise swelled. Door beckoned. Ruiz stepped forward.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 13

		

		The Safe House Lockdown

		

		

		Ruiz's boot scuffed the sticky floorboards two steps from their booth. His boys hung back, meaty arms crossed over fight-swollen guts, eyes flat under the neon buzz of a Miller sign. Imogen's pulse kicked in her ears like the bag work from yesterday, sharp thuds matching her steps as Willa tugged her toward the door. The air thickened with spilled Budweiser and unwashed gym socks, fighters twisting on stools to watch. "Heading out early, Upton?" Ruiz's voice cut gravelly, toothpick rolling between yellowed teeth. He planted himself square, blocking half the exit. One heavy shifted left, the other right. Doorway narrowed to a gauntlet. Willa didn't break stride. Her grip crushed Imogen's fingers, thumb digging into the soft web. "Yeah. Catch the prelims another night." She shouldered past, broad frame carving space, red streak whipping as she pivoted. Imogen matched her, powerful legs coiling low, hip bumping Willa's for balance. Ruiz's hand shot out, snagged Willa's elbow. "Word from Vargas. He wants a sit-down. Your girl's drawing eyes." His gaze slithered over Imogen, lingering on her hips. Spit flicked from the toothpick. Willa wrenched free, forearm veins bulging like cables. "Tell him to book through Tito. Or eat the mat." She shoved the door open, cool night air slamming in off Figueroa. Imogen slipped through first, Willa's body shielding her back. Horns blared from a lowrider crawling the boulevard, bass rattling the pavement. Tires screeched behind them before they hit the alley shadow. No footsteps pursued. Willa yanked keys from her pocket, blacked-out Tacoma flashing hazards under a flickering streetlamp. They piled in, engine growling to life. Imogen scanned the mirrors, lounge door spilling yellow light, Ruiz's silhouette framed there, phone to his ear. Willa floored it, tires barking on asphalt, weaving east through warehouse district guts toward the 110. "Supply run tonight," Willa said, knuckles white on the wheel. "Vargas moved product through his channels. Cut our lines dry. Need burners, tape, protein from Manny's drop. His boys'll swarm Fig by dawn."

		Imogen nodded, thigh pressed to the door panel's cool vinyl. Streetlights strobed her lap, heart-shaped birthmark itching under denim like a fresh bruise. "Proximity thing. They clocked us together." Her fingers twisted the seatbelt strap, nylon biting skin. Willa's jaw worked gum, peppermint sharp in the cab. "Lockdown. Safe house. Nineteen days till cage. No gaps." She merged onto the freeway, speedometer nudging eighty, distant city sprawl smearing into black hills. The safe house hunkered off Mulholland's ragged edge, a sagging rancher with plywood nailed over windows and a chain-link fence sagging under bougainvillea thorns. Gravel crunched under tires as Willa killed the engine, midnight pressing thick outside. Distant traffic hummed from the valley below, a low drone like arena crowd roar filtered through fog. Imogen shouldered the duffel from the bed, zipper teeth catching on her wrist hairs. Inside smelled of cedar planks warped by dry rot and faint mildew from last rains. Single room, basically. Kitchenette with a hot plate scarred black, card table shoved against one wall. Couch-bed unfolded crooked under a bare bulb swinging lazy. Bathroom door hung loose on one hinge, sink faucet dripping a steady plink. Willa bolted the door, chain rattling home, then dragged a steel bar across steel brackets. "Map it." Willa slapped a folded topo sheet on the table, Sharpie uncapped. Her veined forearms flexed as she traced lines. "Manny's warehouse, three miles west. Back gate. We hit at two a.m. You on lookout, I breach. Trust me blind."

		Imogen leaned in, elbows on the scarred laminate, pencil scratches from past tenants. Her narrow waist brushed Willa's hip, heat seeping through cotton. "Escalation's him starving us out. Fighters go rubber-legged without fuel." She marked the ingress point, a storm drain snaking under chain-link. "I cover east flank. Signal's two flashes."

		Willa's red streak dangled, brushing Imogen's shoulder. Nod. "Burners first. Intel second. In and ghost." Her palm flattened the map corner, fingers grazing Imogen's knuckles. Possessive hold, but thumb circled now, slow loops. They geared up in silence. Black hoodies, gloves stiff with new leather smell. Willa taped her own knuckles, methodic rips echoing off plank walls. Imogen laced boots tight, thick legs flexing against canvas. Clock hit one-forty. Outside, wind scratched bougainvillea against plywood like nails on cage wire. Truck bumped low over potholes toward the warehouse district, headlights off, moon silvering chain-link husks. Willa parked in a dry culvert half-mile out, engine ticking cool. They ghosted the last stretch on foot, boots silent on cracked concrete. Storm drain grate gleamed wet, Imogen prying it with a crowbar from the duffel, metal groaning soft. Willa dropped first, broad shoulders vanishing into black. Imogen scanned east, pulse steady, eyes picking shadows apart. Fence posts, dumpster rust, a stray cat's eyes reflecting her flashlight blink. Two flashes answered from the pipe mouth. Clear. Inside the yard, pallets loomed stacked with crates, forklift tracks fresh in dust. Willa emerged, duffel bulging, burner cells taped to her thigh. "Protein sacks next. North corner." She pointed, voice sub-vocal. Imogen flanked, hugging wall shadows, powerful legs eating ground quiet. North corner: double doors chained loose, Manny's Sharpie tag faded. Willa knelt, bolt cutters snicking. Door cracked, hinges whining faint. Footsteps scraped gravel outside. Imogen froze, hand on Willa's shoulder. Vargas heavy, patrol route. Flashlight beam swept the fence twenty yards off. Breath fogged her balaclava. Willa pulled her down behind pallets, bodies mashed tight, Willa's V-torso a wall of heat and salt sweat. Beam swept closer. Boots crunched nearer. Imogen's ankle twinged from crouch, but she held. Willa shifted, palm cupping Imogen's knee, squeeze firm. Signal: wait. Heavy paused, lit a Camel, cherry glow bobbing. Piss stream hit concrete, acrid splash. Zip. Steps receded. Willa moved first, ghosting to crates. Sacks hefted, duct tape sealing loads. Imogen grabbed the last, hefted eighty pounds easy, legs burning steady. Backtrack clean till the drain. Willa boosted first, Imogen handing sacks up. Foot slipped on slime-slick rung. Ankle buckled sideways, pain lancing white-hot up her calf. She bit vinyl glove, stifling grunt, twisted meat grinding bone. Willa hauled her out, arms locking under pits. "Limp," Willa hissed, scanning dark. No lights. No shouts. They dragged to the truck, sacks dumped in bed under tarp. Engine growled low, gravel spitting as they peeled east. Safe house door banged shut behind them. Imogen collapsed onto the couch-bed, boot still laced, ankle ballooning purple under sock. Pain throbbed in sync with her temples, each pulse a knife twist. Willa knelt fast, unlacing with careful tugs, fingers pads rough from tape. "Twist. Not break." Willa peeled sock down, skin mottled angry. Birthmark peeked high on inner thigh, untouched. She probed edges, Imogen hissing through teeth. Ice pack from the mini-fridge pressed firm, towel wrap tight. Ace bandage followed, Willa's hands steady, veins popping with pull. "Should've tapped out." Imogen's voice scraped, propped on elbows. Generous hips sank into thin mattress, legs splayed. Single bed barely fit one, let alone two. Willa sat back on heels, red streak sweat-damp against temple. "Got the drop. Barrier down. Manny's line's ours now. Vargas starves solo." Willa taped the wrap secure, thumb lingering on calf muscle. Her eyes flicked up, holding Imogen's. Close quarters amplified everything: plank creak under shift, drip from faucet, distant traffic drone. Imogen flexed toes, test pain. Sharp, but held. "Cost it. But yeah. Nineteen days sharper." She patted the bed edge. No room else. Willa stood, stripped hoodie, tank clinging to V-torso ridges. Veins traced forearms as she dimmed the bulb, shadows pooling. Bed dipped under her weight, springs groaning protest. Willa stretched out beside, one arm pillow, other loose across Imogen's waist. Possessive drape, but fingers drummed light now, mimicking Imogen's table tic from the lounge. Heat radiated off her skin, peppermint gum traded for salt tang. Imogen shifted, ankle elevated on a rolled towel, thigh brushing Willa's hip. Pain ebbed to dull ache, but vulnerability hung thick. Willa had seen the slip, hauled her clear. Pieces claimed, voids echoed. Outside, wind picked up, bougainvillea scratching louder. "Bandage holds?" Willa asked, palm flattening over Imogen's navel, cotton barrier thin. Imogen covered her hand, nails scraping callus. "Holds."

		Willa's breath evened, but fingers stayed put, thumb circling navel dip. Single bed forced it, no escape. Imogen stared at ceiling cracks, spiderweb dust motes drifting in bulb glow. Pain sharpened focus somehow, cage nineteen days away, barrier cracked. Willa's leg hooked over hers, careful of ankle. "Sleep it." Voice rough, eyes already half-lidded. Imogen nodded into dark, powerful legs trapped warm. Single bulb flickered once. Plink from faucet answered.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 14

		

		The Safe House Weight

		

		

		Faucet dripped again. Plink. Imogen counted three before the next. Four. Ankle throbbed under the towel roll, bandage tight like a second skin. Willa's leg stayed hooked over her good one, heavy muscle pinning calf to mattress. Breath even against her shoulder, but no snores. Peppermint lingered under the salt now, gum wrapper crinkling in Willa's discarded shorts pocket on the floor. Imogen shifted hip, mattress springs squeaked. Generous curves sank deeper into thin foam. Single lamp still glowed low, bulb filament buzzing faint. Ceiling crack ran like a lightning bolt from corner to fan blade, paint chipped where plaster met wood. She traced it with eyes, ankle pulse syncing to drip. Cost it. Yeah. Barrier down, Manny's line secured. Vargas choked on that one. Nineteen days to cage. But Willa hauled her over the fence, gravel biting palms, twist landing wrong. Seen it all. Limp. Grit teeth. No mask left. Willa's fingers twitched on navel, cotton tank riding up. Thumb dipped into dip again, circle wider. Imogen covered it, nails scraping callus ridge. "Can't sleep?"

		"Not yet." Willa's voice gravel from disuse. Leg tightened fraction, veined forearm flexing against waist. "You?"

		Ankle spiked when she flexed toes. "Distracted." She patted mattress edge empty space, but none. Bed meant for crashes after fights, not this. Bougainvillea scratched window board outside, wind gust rattling loose nail. Distant semi rumbled on 101, headlights probably sweeping empty lots. Willa lifted head, red streak sticking to cheek. Elbow propped, V-torso casting shadow over Imogen's chest. "Distracted how?" Palm flattened full over navel, heat seeping through tank. Fingers splayed wide, pinky hooking waistband elastic. Imogen swallowed spit thick in throat. Chewed inside cheek until copper hit tongue. "You saw the drop. Whole thing." Powerful thighs tensed under sheet, heart-shaped mark itching where sweat pooled high inner. "No one's seen that. Not since..."

		"Family?" Willa guessed. No push, just thumb still circling. Imogen nodded into pillow crease. "Yeah. Bailed after the tattoo parlor screwup. Mom's rosary beads clacking while Dad packed my duffel. Left it on porch step. Rained that night. Note soaked through." Ankle twinged sharper, like echo. "You saw me fuck up tonight. Real."

		Willa's breath hitched once. She rolled off leg hook slow, mattress shifting. Knelt between Imogen's splayed knees, sheet bunching at hips. Broad shoulders blocked lamp glow, face half-shadow. "Permission?" Voice cracked edge. Hand hovered over uninjured thigh, inches from knee cap. Imogen's pulse kicked low belly. She nodded, spread legs wider. Sheet whispered down calves. "Yeah."

		Fingers landed deliberate. Traced quad muscle first, callus dragging skin bumps. Up slow to inner thigh, thumb grazing birthmark edge. Willa leaned in, eyes up locked. No break. Nose nudged cotton crotch first, damp spot blooming under tank hem. Imogen's hips jerked once. Willa hooked thumbs in waistband, peeled shorts down with underwear. Fabric snagged heel, but she tugged free. Exposed folds glistened in lamp yellow, clit peeking swollen. Willa exhaled hot over it. "Tell me stop anytime."

		Didn't. Imogen fisted sheet corners instead. Willa licked flat stripe up center, slow from perineum to hood. Tongue broad, pressure steady. Imogen's thighs quivered, thick muscle bunching under palms now gripping them. Willa sucked clit gentle pull, lips seal tight. Eyes stayed up, dark except red streak glint. "Fuck." Imogen's hand shot to hair, tangled base where undercut buzzed short. Pulled scalp taut. Willa hummed vibration, tongue circling tip precise. Sucked harder, cheeks hollow. Free hand pinned thigh wider, veins popping forearm cord. Imogen ground up, hips rolling into mouth. Wet sounds filled room, slurp over faucet plink. Willa's jaw worked visible, stubble shadow darkening. Clit throbbed under flick. Imogen's toes curled, good foot digging mattress, bad one flexing careful. "Right there. Don't stop." Breath panted short. Willa doubled tongue speed, flat laps then point flicks. Sucked hood full in, teeth grazing edge. Imogen arched spine, tank riding to ribs. Orgasm clamped sudden, walls pulsing empty. She yanked hair hard, thighs clamp Willa's ears. "Coming. Shit."

		Willa licked through it, slower laps cleaning slick. Eyes never dropped. Pulled back when shudders eased, chin shiny. "Bed." Voice wrecked. Imogen scooted back, ankle propped on towel again. Tank shoved up full, breasts spilling heavy. She lay flat, knees bent. Willa crawled over, stripped own tank. V-torso gleamed sweat, nipples peaked dark. Shorts kicked floor. Straddled thigh careful, slick smearing skin. Two fingers pressed entrance, slid in knuckle deep. Imogen gasped, walls clench greedy. Willa pumped steady, palm grinding clit. Eyes locked again, inches apart. "What'd they say? Exact words." Forearm flexed each thrust, bicep peak rolling. Imogen licked dry lips. "Freak. Disgrace. God's test failed." Hips bucked meet fingers. "Your turn. Betrayal. Who?"

		Willa's rhythm hitched, thumb circling clit slick. "Ex-fighter. Gym partner. Fucked my corner man. Night before title shot. Leaked my combos to Vargas's crew." Fingers curled inside, hit spot that sparked stars. "Lost by TKO. Woke up owned."

		Imogen's hand cupped neck, pulled foreheads touch. "Owned you back." Breaths mingled hot. Fingers drove deeper, three now stretching full. Wet squelch loud over wind scratch. "Not letting go."

		Willa nodded fraction, eyes wet gloss. "Won't." Thrusts quickened, wrist flexing slick. Imogen clenched, second build coiling fast. Walls fluttered grip. "Yours."

		"Come." Willa ordered soft. Imogen did, thighs quake around hips. Willa fucked through, hand soaked wrist. Imogen shoved shoulders then. Rolled Willa to back, ankle protesting twinge. Straddled waist gentle, knees bracketing ribs. Willa's cock no, wait, fingers only tonight. Imogen ground clit to clit direct, slick folds mash. Rocked slow circles, hands pin shoulders. Veins pulsed under palms. Willa's hips bucked up meet. "Control it." Hands gripped Imogen's ass, spread cheeks thumbs. Heart mark under thumb pad. Imogen leaned forward, breasts sway nipple graze chest ridges. Rocked harder, clit drag electric spark. "Equality." Pace built, grind to thrust. Bed creaked rhythm, headboard tap wall dull thuds. Willa's abs clenched visible, breath ragged. "Close." Fingers dug ass meat, bruise tomorrow. Imogen pinched own nipples twist, chase peak. Clits swelled pulse together. Long climb, shared gasp peak. Imogen ground final circles, orgasm milk second from Willa. Walls no, external pulse. Slick gush between thighs. Collapsed chest to chest, breaths sync. Imogen rolled off careful, ankle safe. Spooned back, Willa's arm drape waist again. Fingers laced hers over navel. Trust sat solid now, no cracks. Cage nineteen days out, Vargas scrambling. But this. Bond sealed sweat. Willa kissed shoulder blade. "Sleep for real."

		Imogen squeezed fingers. Faucet plinked distant. Wind died outside. Springs settled under weight. Lamp buzzed soft. Morning light cracked board slats by six. Coffee pot gurgled kitchen side, Willa already up. Imogen tested ankle floor touch. Held. Barefoot pad linoleum cold, bandage grayed overnight. Mug steamed on counter, black no sugar. Willa's hand brushed hip pass, veined forearm flex grab creamer carton. No words. Just touch. Trust hummed quiet. They drilled sequence mod slow. Imogen's sweeps low, compensate limp. Willa countered reach, pads thud soft. "Nineteen sharper," Imogen grunted, leg hook drop. Willa tapped glove affirm. "Vargas starves." Red streak swung ponytail tight. Midday burner buzzed. Scout report: Manny's line locked, Vargas's supplier ghosted. Barrier dust. Imogen high-fived palm crack. Willa pulled into side hug quick, salt scent back. Afternoon spar light. No full contact. Imogen mounted guard, Willa escaped arm bar loose. Rolled laugh once. Ankle protested roll off, but held. Dusk fell fast, blinds drawn tight. Takeout boxes steamed Thai basil chicken, plastic forks scrape foam. Willa forked rice her mouth. "Tomorrow scout window opens. Fake fight lounge draw Vargas eye."

		Imogen nodded chew spicy. "I decoy flirt. You slip back intel." Ankle itched unwrap urge, but tape firm. Willa's fork paused midair. Eyes held over carton steam. "Trust you flank."

		"Full." Imogen pushed box her way. "Eat."

		Night bed again. No rush. Willa's mouth found nipple slow suck, hand cup thigh inner. Imogen stroked forearm veins trace. Fingers dipped casual, lazy pumps. Clit thumb circles till both hummed low. Sleep came tangled, legs weave no hook careful. Day blurred drills, reports ping. Ankle dulled ache ibuprofen chased. Willa taped fresh wrap, thumbs knead calf firm. "Holds better."

		Imogen flexed. "Yeah."

		Third night weight lifted full. Lamp off early. Dark wrapped close, breaths only sound. Willa's whisper cut quiet. "No voids left."

		Imogen turned face her. Lips brush. "None."

		Fingers laced tight. Springs silent under shift. Burner chirped pre-dawn. Willa answered low, shoulders tense board shadow. "Copy. Window holds." Click off. Turned back bed. "Scout tomorrow. Real."

		Imogen sat up, ankle prop knee. Sheet pooled waist. "Ready."

		Willa knelt floor front again. Hand thigh uninjured. "Permission?"

		Nod. Cycle repeat, trust deeper groove.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 15

		

		The Communication Rift

		

		

		Willa's tongue flattened against Imogen's clit, slow laps that dragged heat up her own spine. Imogen's thighs tensed under her palms, the heart-shaped birthmark peeking from the edge of her shorts, skin salt-slick from the sheets. Fingers curled into Willa's hair, that red streak tangled at the roots. She sucked harder, chin wet, until Imogen bucked once, sharp gasp cutting the pre-dawn quiet. Willa eased back on her heels, wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist. Imogen's chest heaved, eyes half-lidded in the dim. "Go back to sleep," Willa said, voice gravel from disuse. She stood, knees popping soft against the wood floor. Pulled the sheet up over Imogen's hips. Burner phone sat silent on the nightstand now. Window held till midday. Willa stripped her tank top, tossed it toward the hamper in the corner. Bra next, sports kind with wide straps. She climbed in beside her, back spooned loose. Imogen's ass nestled against her pelvis, warm curve. No grind this time. Sleep dragged heavy. Cottonwoods scratched the boarded window when Willa cracked one eye. Gray light sliced the gap, dust motes spinning lazy. Clock on the microwave blinked 9:47 from the kitchen visible through the open door. Scout window opened two hours ago. She rolled out quiet, feet cold on the planks. Shorts rode up her thighs as she padded to the kitchenette. Coffee pot hissed when she dumped Folgers crystals in, too many for one mug. Water glugged from the jug, tap rusty after days unused. She flicked the switch. Scent bloomed thick, masking the faint mildew under the sink. Imogen stirred in the bed, sheet twisted at her waist. Willa poured two mugs when it finished, black in both. No cream left. "Up," she called, set one on the rickety table scarred from knife games past fights. Her own mug steamed under her nose, bitter first sip scalding her tongue. Imogen swung her legs over the edge, ankle tape frayed at the edges. She tested weight, winced once, then hobbled over. Took the mug without a word. Blew across the surface. "Scout plan holds?" Imogen asked, eyes on the steam. Willa nodded, leaned against the counter. Forearms veined tight from gripping the mug. "Lounge fakeout. You flirt decoy, draw Vargas eyes. I ghost the back intel on Manny's corner men."

		Imogen sipped, grimaced at the heat. "Got it. Drill first?"

		"Yeah." Willa drained half her coffee, set it down hard enough the table jumped. Professional. Keep it there. Last night's words stuck like sap in her chest, voids and fears spilled too easy. No more of that. Objective first. Vargas fighter in eighteen days now, clock chewing ground. They cleared the living room floor, pushed the sagging couch against the wall. Mats unrolled from the closet, thin blue ones smelling of rubber and old sweat. Willa taped Imogen's ankle fresh, thumbs pressing the wrap snug up her calf. Skin yielded soft there, muscle bunching under. She yanked the tape ends tight. "Mount first," Willa said, dropped to her knees on the mat. Back flat. "Guard pass, slow."

		Imogen lowered onto her hips, legs scissored wide around Willa's waist. Thick thighs clamped, power in the squeeze despite the limp. Willa bridged up easy, hips popping free. Imogen reset quick. "Again."

		Second rep, Willa shrimped out sideways, elbow framing Imogen's knee. "Post here," she said, tapped her own palm to Imogen's shin. "Don't let me underhook."

		Imogen nodded, shifted her weight. But she hooked the leg high instead, calf across Willa's chest like a sweep setup. Willa paused, hands frozen mid-frame. "No. Low post." She tapped again, sharper. "Shin on thigh, block the pass."

		Imogen's brow creased. She adjusted, but hooked high again on the reset. Willa's forearm veins popped as she pushed up harder. "Imogen. Low."

		"What? That's the block." Imogen rocked back, thighs loosening the clamp. Willa sat up abrupt, mats sticking to her back. "It's not. Shin low, knee out. You hook high, I pass easy. Vargas guy eats that shit for breakfast."

		Imogen's mug sat forgotten on the table, coffee ring staining the wood. She stood, tested the ankle with a hop. "Looked right from guard. You're rushing the frame."

		"Rushing?" Willa barked a laugh, stood too. Broad shoulders squared. "We've drilled this fifty times. Low post or he hip switches and you're stacked."

		Imogen crossed her arms, generous hips cocked. "Maybe if you call it clear first rep instead of tapping after."

		Burner buzzed on the table. Willa snatched it, screen glow harsh. Scout contact: Window burned. Vargas eyes everywhere, lounge crawled. No back intel possible. She dropped it, screen down. Thud echoed. "Missed it." Willa's voice flat. Coffee soured in her gut. Imogen snatched the phone, scrolled. Face paled under the tan. "That was now. Midday slot gone."

		"You hooked wrong. Distracted me."

		Imogen tossed the burner back. It skidded across the table. "Your cue sucked. Tapped shin like it's the hook."

		Willa's nail caught the edge of the mat, peeled a strip loose. Tiny rip. "Bullshit. Standard drill. You decoy today, remember? We prepped that."

		"And you called drill instead." Imogen's voice climbed, thick legs planted wide. "Ankle's taped, I can move. Should've gone."

		"With what plan? Lounge crawling now." Willa paced three steps, wall stopped her. Boarded window rattled faint. "Eighteen days, Imogen. Legal papers ride on this title. One scout slip and Manny feeds us to Vargas."

		Imogen grabbed her mug, dumped the rest in the sink. Brown swirl down the drain. "Don't put that on me. You held the phone last night, said window holds."

		Willa's forearm flexed, mug cracked under her grip. Porcelain edge bit her palm. "We drilled. You fucked the post."

		"Fucked the post?" Imogen spun, tank top strap slipped her shoulder. "You're the coach here. Call it right."

		Kitchenette shrank, walls pressing dust motes thicker. Willa set the mug down, shards tinkling inside. "Coach? This ain't a gym. You're my..." She stopped. Captive. Prize. Words soured. "We sync or we lose."

		Imogen's laugh scraped dry. "Sync? After you spill your guts then ice up morning? Yeah, real synced."

		Willa's jaw worked side to side, tooth edge catching her cheek. Copper taste. "Back to pro. Objective."

		"Too late." Imogen yanked the strap up, hobbled to the couch. Grabbed a water bottle from the arm, twisted cap vicious. Plastic crinkled. Afternoon dragged. Willa shadowboxed solo in the corner, fists snapping air. Jab cross hook, red streak whipping her ponytail. Imogen iced her ankle on the bed, phone in hand scrolling fight clips. No words. Burner stayed dead. Scout window dust, Manny's line locked tighter now. Vargas supplier ghosted permanent. Dusk leaked orange through the board cracks. Willa nuked two burritos from the freezer, El Monterey kind with beans leaking grease. Plate clattered on the table. "Eat," she said. Imogen slid off the bed, limped over. Forked a bite, chewed slow. "Next window?"

		"Tomorrow night maybe." Willa picked at the foil tray edge, aluminum curling under her nail. "Lounge again, no fakeout."

		Imogen nodded once, eyes on her plate. "I decoy clean."

		Willa's fork scraped ceramic. "Yeah."

		Burrito turned to ash in her mouth. Night fell hard, safe house bulbs flickering on the single chain pull. Imogen retreated to the bed first, sheet pulled high. Willa wiped the table, crumbs sticking to the coffee ring. Mats rolled tight, shoved in the closet. Couch sagged under her when she dropped, veined forearm draped over her eyes. Phone buzzed again. Late report: Vargas top fighter spotted drilling with Manny's ghost supplier. New moves. Willa deleted it unread. Rift hung cold, words unsaid piling like the dust on the sills. Imogen shifted on the bed, springs creak. "Night."

		Willa stared at the ceiling crack spidering from the corner. "Yeah."

		She rolled to her side, back to the room. Imogen's breathing evened out slow. Willa picked at the couch seam, thread pulling loose one fiber at a time. Scout gone. Blame split clean down the middle. Tomorrow's window better or the cage claims them both. Burner lit her palm in the dark. New ping. She thumbed ignore. Sleep clawed late.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 16

		

		The Blame Collision

		

		

		Imogen's eyes snapped open to the couch springs groaning under Willa's weight. The room smelled like burrito grease and stale coffee grounds, the chain-pull bulb casting yellow pools on the warped floorboards. She swung her good leg off the bed, ankle throbbing under the bandage like a dull toothache, and planted her bare foot silent on the cool linoleum. Willa's back curved toward her, shoulder blades sharp under the tank, phone screen glowing blue against her palm. Another buzz cut the quiet. Imogen limped two steps, gripped the table edge. Her nail caught the coffee ring stain, wood gritty under her thumb. "You deleted that scout report." Voice flat, no question. The words scraped out anyway. Willa's arm froze mid-scroll. She rolled over slow, propping on one elbow, red streak falling loose across her forehead. "Wasn't deleted. Ignored." Forearm veins stood out like cables when she tossed the burner onto the side table, screen cracking against the laminate. Imogen's grip tightened. The table leg wobbled. "Ignored. Like tomorrow's window. Like my decoy." Heat crawled up her neck, skin prickling where sweat beaded from the day's training. She leaned forward, thick thighs flexing against the table's edge. "You called it fakeout. Pulled back. We missed Manny clean because you froze."

		Willa sat up full, couch vinyl sticking to her shorts. "Froze? You jumped early. Decoy's gotta breathe, Imogen. Sell it." Her knee bounced once, twice, calf muscle jumping under the skin. She stood, broad shoulders blocking the bulb's light, shadow stretching long across the floor. "Blame sits on you too."

		The air between them thickened with the sizzle of the dying bulb filament. Imogen shoved off the table, limped close enough to smell Willa's skin, salt and faint Axe body spray from the morning shower. "Sits on you. Always you calling shots." Her palm slapped Willa's chest, right over the V-neck dip, muscle unyielding under cotton. Willa's hand clamped her wrist. Hard. Fingers dug into the pulse point. "Shots keep you breathing." She yanked Imogen forward, their hips colliding, breath hot on Imogen's jaw. No space. Willa's free hand fisted the tank strap at Imogen's shoulder, yanked down sharp. Fabric ripped with a zipper sound, strap snapping loose, cupping the swell of her breast exposed to the cool air. Nipple peaked instant. Imogen's free hand shot up, nails raking Willa's neck. "Fuck your shots." She twisted, trying to pull back, but Willa spun her instead, slamming her spine against the counter edge. Formica bit into her ass through thin shorts. Willa's mouth crashed down, teeth sinking into the curve of her neck, sucking hard enough to bruise. Imogen gasped, the sting shooting straight low, pussy clenching empty. Willa's fingers hooked her shorts waistband, shoved them down bunching at the thighs. No pause. Two fingers thrust in deep, rough curl against the front wall, thumb grinding her clit hood. Wet sounds filled the kitchen, slick and angry. Imogen's hips bucked, chasing the pressure, hating the buck. "Bastard," she hissed, legs parting wider despite the ankle twinge. Thick thighs quivered, heart-shaped birthmark flushing pink high on the inner one. Willa bit harder, teeth dragging up to her earlobe. "Say stop." Fingers pumped faster, knuckles slick, stretching her open. Imogen's walls fluttered, grip tightening involuntary. She didn't say stop. Grabbed Willa's tank instead, yanked up exposing the ridged abs, veined forearm flexing with every plunge. Enough. Imogen hooked her good leg behind Willa's calf, shoved with all her weight. Willa stumbled back two steps, surprise flashing in her eyes. Imogen reversed it clean, palms flat on those broad shoulders, pushing hard. Willa hit the couch edge knees first, ass bouncing vinyl. Imogen followed down, straddling one muscled thigh, shorts tangled at her own knees now. She ripped Willa's shorts aside, no yanking needed, fabric bunching at the hip crease. Willa's pussy glistened dark, trimmed close. Imogen dove in, tongue flat and broad over the clit, lapping hard circles. Willa's hips jerked up, hands flying to Imogen's hair, tugging strands loose from the ponytail. "Shit, like that." Voice gravel. Imogen pinned those hips with both palms, thumbs digging into hip bones, holding her squirming down. She sucked the clit between her teeth, nipping light, then plunged tongue inside, tasting sharp tang mixed with sweat. Willa's thighs clamped her ears, muscles corded tight. Imogen ground her own dripping cunt against Willa's knee for friction, clit throbbing neglected. Ankle screamed when she shifted weight, but she ignored it, licking faster, nose bumping the pubic bone. Willa's breath hitched ragged, abs clenching visible. "Gonna... fuck." Fingers twisted Imogen's hair painful, but Imogen didn't let up, tongue spearing deep one last thrust before sucking clit again, relentless. Willa arched, coming with a choked grunt, thighs shaking under Imogen's hands. Fluids slicked Imogen's chin. She pulled back panting, lips numb. Willa's eyes burned, no softness. She bucked up sudden, flipping positions messy. Imogen hit the floor half on half off the couch, rug burn scraping her elbow. Willa loomed over, shorts kicked off somewhere, veined forearms bracketing Imogen's head. "Not done." Willa hauled her up by the hips, spun her facing the table. Imogen braced palms wide on the surface, coffee rings sticky under her fingers, burrito foil crinkling crushed under one elbow. Willa kicked her legs apart wider, good ankle protesting, and bent her forward. Three fingers this time, slamming in knuckle-deep, no warm-up. Imogen's pussy took it greedy, walls clamping, gush of wet down her thigh. Willa's thumb circled her clit brutal, pressing flat and rubbing side to side. "Come on my hand. Prove it." Thrusts punched deep, angle hitting that spot every withdraw. Table rattled, salt shaker dancing toward the edge. Imogen's arms locked, back arching, generous hips rocking back to meet each slam. Sweat dripped from her narrow waist hollow, splashing Willa's wrist. "Harder," she demanded, voice cracking. Nails scratched wood gouges. Willa leaned over her back, teeth grazing shoulder blade. Fingers curled vicious inside, thumb pinching clit now. Imogen shattered, orgasm ripping through, pussy spasming milk the fingers, squirt soaking Willa's palm and the floor linoleum puddle. Legs buckled. Willa held her up by the hip grip, bruising sure. They slid apart gasping. Imogen yanked up her ruined tank, strap dangling useless, breast still half-out. Shorts caught at ankles, she kicked them free, limped to the table chair. Collapsed into it, thighs slick cooling sticky. Willa snatched her shorts from the floor, yanked them on crooked, red streak matted sweat to her neck. Silence dropped heavy. Bulb flickered once. Imogen wiped her mouth back of hand, tasting Willa still. Ankle pulsed fire now, elevated on the opposite chair. "That fix the rift?" Words bitter, aimed at the foil tray shreds. Willa snorted, grabbing a water bottle from the fridge, plastic crunching under her grip. Chugged half, droplets spilling down her chin onto the tank splotch. "Fixed your itch." She capped it hard, thunked it on counter. Veins throbbed in her neck. "Scout's dust. Vargas drills new shit. We're fucked tomorrow without clean sync."

		Imogen's thumb pressed the birthmark on her thigh, skin tender. "Sync? You pull back every time it counts." Chair scraped when she stood, testing weight. Limped to the sink, ran cold water over her face, droplets beading on lashes. Mirror above showed neck bite purple blooming. "Won't decoy for ghosts."

		Willa's laugh barked short. "Ghosts keep you mine." She paced two steps, bare feet slapping linoleum, stopped at the window boards. Pushed one slat, peering into black nothing. Distant traffic hummed like a threat. "Bed's yours. I'll take watch."

		Imogen dried her face with a dishtowel, flour dust gritty. "Watch what? Your fuckups?" She tossed it crumpled on counter. Limped past close, shoulder brushing Willa's arm deliberate. No spark this time. Just chill. Willa's hand twitched, didn't grab. "Twenty days. Cage don't care about rifts."

		Imogen reached the bed, sheet tangled from earlier. Pulled it straight, climbed in slow. Springs protested. Back to the room, like Willa hours ago. Bulb chain rattled when Willa yanked it off. Dark swallowed the kitchen clatter, Willa dropping to the couch again, vinyl sigh loud. Imogen stared at the wall crack spidering wider in shadow. Pussy still twitched aftershocks, empty ache. Blame coiled tighter now, sex like gasoline on embers. Burner buzzed ignored on the table. Footsteps outside scratched gravel faint. Willa shifted, couch creak. Imogen's fingers curled into the sheet, knuckles white. No sleep came. Just the rift yawning blacker. Tomorrow's lounge window blinked fragile in her head, Vargas's fighter drilling unseen moves. Fingers flexed, remembering the grip. Willa breathed steady behind her, or faked it. Imogen rolled to her back, ceiling boards warped patterns mocking. Ankle elevated on pillow, she traced the bite mark with one finger, skin hot. Willa's burner lit blue again. Ping. Silence stretched. Imogen closed her eyes, willing the dark thicker. Ping.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 17

		

		The Loyalty Split

		

		

		Willa's fingers closed around the burner on the coffee table, screen glow harsh against her palm. Third ping vibrated through the plastic case. She thumbed it open, squinting at the block letters from Marco's line. LENA HIDING IN ECHO PARK WAREHOUSE. RAUL'S CREW SPOTTED. NEEDS EXTRACTION NOW. YOUR CALL ON TRANSPORT. She sat up straighter on the couch, vinyl sticking to her bare back. Lena Torres, seventeen and green as crabgrass, the kid she'd pulled from a back-alley scrap six months back. Promised her a shot at legit rings if she kept clean. Now this. Raul Vargas's reach extended further every week, snatching up strays like Lena to break or sell off. Willa rubbed the heel of her hand into her sternum, where an old scar pulled tight. Transport meant the last favor from Rico, the van driver with the reinforced panels and fake plates. That van sat earmarked for tomorrow's scout run on Vargas's fighter, the one that'd get them eyes on his combos, his tells. Twenty days to the cage. Win that, and the title bought Imogen's papers clean. Lose the scout, and they fought blind. But ditch Lena, and the kid ended up gutted in a ditch. She typed back. HOLD POSITION. VAN INBOUND. ETA 0400. Hit send. Phone slapped onto the table. Footsteps scratched gravel outside again, closer this time. Willa froze, ears straining. A stray cat maybe, or worse. She eased off the couch, grabbed the .38 from under the cushion. Cold metal bit her grip. Crept to the boarded window, nudged a slat. Nothing but parked cars under sodium lamps, two blocks off. False alarm. Still, her pulse knocked elbows in her throat. Bed creaked behind her. "What now?" Imogen's voice cut the dark, sheet rustling as she propped on an elbow. Willa tucked the gun into her shorts waistband. Turned slow. Imogen's outline showed pale against the pillow, ankle propped high, that purple bite on her neck a shadow smudge. "Go back to sleep."

		"Like hell." Imogen swung her legs over the edge, winced when her foot hit floor. Stood anyway, limping the three steps to the table. "That buzz. Twice before. Who's texting at ass-crack?"

		Willa crossed arms, leaned hip against the sink. "Business."

		Imogen snorted, flicked on the bulb chain. Yellow light pooled, chased shadows into corners. She snatched the burner before Willa could snatch it back, screen still lit. Scanned the thread. Her mouth flattened. "Lena. Who's Lena?"

		"Kid fighter. Mine to look after." Willa kept voice level. Picked at a hangnail on her thumb till it bled coppery. Imogen slapped the phone down. "Your kid fighter gets the van. Our scout gets fucked." She poked Willa's chest with one finger, hard enough to dimple skin. "Twenty days, Willa. Vargas's guy drills patterns we can't counter blind. And my papers? Hang on that win."

		Willa caught her wrist, thumb pressing the pulse point. Fast under the skin, like a trapped bird. "Lena's cornered. Raul's boys roll her up tonight, she's meat. I pull the van, she lives."

		"And I die exposed." Imogen yanked free, circled the table like a boxer gauging range. Hips swayed wide, those thick legs flexing despite the limp. "You think I don't clock the pattern? Scout feeds the fight. Fight feeds the docs. Docs end this claim bullshit. Your loyalty play leaves me dangling."

		Willa paced opposite, three steps to match the room's box. Coffee pot from earlier sat cold on the counter, grounds scummed the bottom. "Claim's why you're here safe. But Lena? She got no one. Family dumped her like trash. Echoes me three years back." She stopped, breath huffing. Thumb found the hangnail again, twisted till fresh blood welled. Imogen halted too, hands fisting at sides. Flour dust still streaked her tank from the dough earlier, white ghosts on black cotton. "Echoes you. Not me." Voice cracked on the last. She raked fingers through hair, snagged on a tangle. Yanked it free. "Family rejection? Check. Void that aches? Double check. But I ain't your charity case. I'm the stake you won. Fight for me."

		"Stake." Willa barked it. Grabbed the phone, pocketed it. "You think that's all? Possession's the chain keeping Raul off your ass. But chains snap when I ignore calls like this." She jerked chin at the window. Gravel crunched again, truck tires maybe, slow roll past. Distant. Imogen's jaw worked side to side, molars grinding audible. She limped closer, close enough Willa smelled the salt sweat from hours back, mixed with dishtowel flour. "Divert the van, you split focus. Vargas smells weakness, he hits us both. That's the play."

		Willa's burner thrummed in her pocket. She yanked it free. Marco again. CREW CLOSER. SHOTS FIRED. LENAS DOWN. "Shit." Willa thumbed a reply. EN ROUTE. She grabbed keys from the hook by door, jangled them. Boots by the mat, unlaced. Shoved feet in, no socks. Imogen blocked the door, back to the frame. Broad shoulders squared, veined forearms corded. "No. You don't."

		"Move." Willa gripped her upper arms, thumbs digging into the muscle flare. Imogen's skin hot, slick from the room's stuffiness. "You bail on the scout, objective craters." Imogen shoved back, palms flat to Willa's collarbones. Pushed till boot heels slid half an inch on linoleum. "We fight blind, Vargas's pet mauls you. No win, no docs. I stay claimed, exposed forever."

		Willa held ground, muscles locked. Sweat trickled between her shoulder blades, soaked the tank strap. "Kid bleeds out otherwise. I taught her hooks. Drilled her footwork. Promised backup." Thumb nail scraped Imogen's arm, left a white line that pinked slow. "And I promised nothing." Imogen twisted free, circled again. Table between them now. She gripped the back rung, knuckles mottled. "Your mess with Lena? Yours. Mine's survival. Split like this, Raul walks the gap."

		Burner buzzed once more. Willa glanced. Rico confirming pickup. She pocketed it. "Gap closes after. Van back by dawn scout alternate."

		Imogen laughed flat. Picked up the cold coffee pot, dumped dregs into sink. Brown splatter ringed porcelain. "Alternate. Cute. Like Vargas won't double guards after this noise." She set the pot down hard, glass clinked. "Choose, Willa. Her or the cage. Me or your ghost."

		"Not ghosts." Willa slapped the table edge. Wood jumped under her palm. "Family ain't ghosts. Lena's the one who stays when betrayal hits." Words spilled jagged. She hated the shake in them. Thumb found hangnail, peeled the flap clean off. Blood smeared the table corner. Imogen's eyes flicked to the red streak. She wiped it with her pinky, smeared it further. "Betrayal. Yours. Not mine to pay." Limped around table end, grabbed Willa's tank hem. Twisted it in fist. Fabric stretched. "We glued last night. Cracked today. Shatter now?"

		Willa pried the fingers loose, one by one. Skin bruised faint under each nail. "Glue don't hold when blood calls. Lena's blood."

		"Then go." Imogen released, stepped back. Chest heaved, tank strap slipped off one shoulder, baring the curve. Bite mark peeked purple beside it. "Take the van. Play savior."

		Willa nodded once. Grabbed the duffel by couch, zipper teeth loud in the quiet. Shoved gun inside, extra mags clinked. "Back before noon. We pivot scout."

		Imogen scooped her own pack from bed foot, stuffed the pillow under ankle prop. "Don't." Zipped it shut. "Pivot fails. You know it."

		Door handle cold under Willa's palm. She twisted anyway. Hinges whined. Night air rushed cool, gravel sharp under boots. Truck taillights long gone. "Twenty days. Cage waits."

		Imogen shouldered past, pack banging Willa's thigh. "Cage chews splits." She limped down steps, didn't look back. Safe house door banged open wider, screen slapping frame. Willa locked eyes on her silhouette against the lot lamps. Broad back rigid, red streak in dark hair catching light like a warning. "Imogen."

		Imogen paused at the sedan, hand on hood. Keys jingled from her pocket. "Save your kid." Engine turned over, throaty rumble. Gravel spat as tires bit. Taillights swallowed the bend. Willa stood in the doorframe, duffel heavy on shoulder. Burner pinged. Marco: PICKUP SECURED. She climbed into the truck cab, engine coughing diesel. Headlights swept empty blacktop. Phone rang then, unknown number. She stabbed answer. "Upton."

		Vargas's voice slithered through static. "Heard your split. Girl's loose ends dangle sweet. Enjoy the night." Click. Willa punched the dash, plastic cracked. Truck lurched forward, safe house shrinking rearview. Empty.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 18

		

		The Independent Failure

		

		

		Sedan tires hummed over cracked asphalt, the dashboard clock glowing 2:17 a.m. Imogen gripped the wheel tighter, right ankle throbbing under the gas pedal. She'd wrapped it in the van's spare ace bandage before peeling out, but every flex sent a spike up her calf. Safe house lights shrank to pinpricks in the rearview, then nothing but blacktop unspooling under sodium lamps. Twenty days. Cage in twenty days. Vargas's fighter shadowboxing in her head, those legal papers tucked in some promoter's safe like a joke. Willa had the signature leverage, the rep to force the deal post-win. Without her, Imogen chased ghosts. Ankle barked again. She eased off the gas, sedan coasting past a flickering All-Night Taco stand on Florence, the air through the cracked window thick with fry oil and exhaust. Arena perimeter loomed three miles out, chain-link topped with razor coils glinting under floodlights. She killed the headlights a block early, engine rumble dropping to a putter. Parked behind a rusted semi trailer stenciled "Vargas Freight," nose to the fence. Foot traffic hummed distant, bass thump of pre-fight hype leaking from the main gates on Slauson. Imogen killed the engine. Silence pressed in, broken by a dog's bark two alleys over. She shouldered the pack, black hoodie zipped to her chin, cargo pants loose over the bandage. Door creak swallowed by traffic whoosh on the 110 overpass. Hopped the curb, gravel biting through sneaker soles. Perimeter stretched half-mile, service road flanked by dumpsters and parked rigs, arena bulk hulking like a warehouse tumor. Goal: slip past the warm-up pens, eyeball Vargas's guy, snag any corner notes or tape on his tells. Papers came later, win the cage first. Alone. First chain gap loomed, cut from last scout, wide enough for her hips. She wedged a boot toe, hauled up. Ankles screamed, left one buckling mid-pull. Fabric snagged razor wire, yanked free with a hiss. Dropped inside, knees jarring pavement. Fence rattled faint. No shouts. Heart knocked ribs. She crouched, scanned shadows. Warm-up pens clustered east side, chain enclosures where fighters shadowboxed under halogens, cornermen barking counts. Vargas's crew parked their Escalades ringside, but back pens stayed loose this hour, guards nursing smokes by the generator hum. Imogen crab-walked low, sticking to rig tires and pallet stacks. Sweat beaded under hoodie, ankle pulsing hot. Pack strap dug shoulder. Voices cut the dark ahead, gravel crunch. She froze behind a pallet of Gatorade cases, citrus stink sharp. Two figures, female outlines. One stocky, braid swinging. Elena Voss. The other, wiry guy in Voss crew jacket. Imogen's thumb found pack knife hilt, eased back. "...told you, perimeter's hot tonight," Elena said, voice gravel-low. "Vargas doubled guards after Upton split. Girl's playin' solo? Dumb."

		Wiry guy spat. "Heard she limped off. Upton's van hit the 105 north. Lena, you vouchin' or what?"

		Elena paused, boot scuffing. Lit a Camel, cherry glow flaring her scar-twisted lip. "Vouchin' for shit. My corner eyes say Imogen's ghostin' alone. Vargas knows. Sent Rico sniffin'."

		Imogen's gut twisted. Elena, Willa's old cornerman, the one with the steady tape job and no-bullshit reads. Why here? Pack knife slipped back. She shifted weight. Ankle buckled. Gravel skittered. "Who's that?" Wiry guy wheeled, flashlight beam stabbing. Elena killed the smoke under boot. "Easy, Marco. Perimeter rat."

		Imogen bolted upright, hands high. Beam pinned her face. "Elena."

		Elena squinted, flicked the light down. "Kendrick. Fuck me. Limpin' like yesterday's spar." Turned to Marco. "Clear. Go piss."

		Marco grumbled, beam swinging away. Footsteps faded toward the generators. Elena closed half the gap, eyes hard under ball cap. "What're you doin', genius? Upton bailed for Lena's kid. You think solo cracks Vargas?"

		Imogen lowered hands, pack sliding to elbow crook. "Papers need a win. His fighter's pen's what I want. Tapes, notes. You warnin' or blockin'?"

		Elena snorted, checked flank. "Warnin'. Vargas moved decisive. Rico's inside, preppin' the beast. Your split left holes. Upton's absence? Exposed. Guards tripled east pens. You hit alone, they bag you for bait."

		Ankle throbbed, bandage slick now. Imogen tested weight. "Bait or not. Cage in eighteen days. I get eyes on him, pivot the tells."

		Elena's braid swung as she shook head. "Pivot solo? Upton's sig locks those papers post-title. You snag tape, what? Hand it to air? She's the hammer." Paused, thumbed Camel pack empty. "I tried independent. Scouted his warm-up flank solo, post-split. Got a corner whisper on his ankle feint, but guards clocked me. Bailed with bruises. Alone fails, Imogen. Every time."

		Imogen's nails dug palm crescents. Elena, too? Both chasing the same ghost win. "Bruises heal. Show me the flank."

		Elena eyed her ankle, then nodded once. "Dumb fucks deserve each other. Follow quiet."

		They ghosted east, Elena leading low, braid tucked hood. Perimeter narrowed to service alley, chain rattling under halogen pools. Generator whine drowned boot scrapes. Escalade hulked parked, bass thump louder, crowd swell inside. Warm-up pens glowed ahead, chain squares lit stark. Figures moved: cornermen taping knuckles, fighter shadow jabbing, bulk like a fridge with legs. Vargas's top dog, Rico's charge. Veins popped forearms as he snapped hooks. Elena tapped Imogen's elbow, pointed stacked crates. "Climb. Overlook. But one squeak, we're meat."

		Imogen nodded, hauled first crate. Ankle protested, buckle near drop. Elena boosted from below, palm rough on her ass. Summit view: pen interior, canvas mats sweat-stained, speed bags thwacking. Fighter paused, cornerman wiping his brow with a gray towel. Clipboard passed: notes scribbled, ankle tape fresh. Same weak side Willa drilled. "His feint," Elena breathed at her shoulder. "Loads right leg. You see?"

		Imogen squinted. Clipboard flipped: page with diagrams, promoter stamp. Legal corner? No, fight plan. But beside it, folder half-open on bench. Edges crisp, stamped "Title Purse & Release." Heart kicked. Papers proxy? Win clause buried there? "Folder," Imogen hissed. "Boost me down."

		Elena grabbed her wrist. "Nuts. Guards loop in sixty."

		"Thirty seconds." Imogen twisted free, dropped inside pen shadow. Ankle landed wrong, buckle full. She bit tongue copper, crawled mat edge. Fighter grunted ten feet off, cornerman back turned, towel snap. Folder inches away. She lunged, fingers grazing. Guard radio crackled sudden, beam sweeping alley. Footsteps pounded chain. "Shit." Imogen snatched edge, yanked. Pages tore half-free. Fighter wheeled, eyes locking. "Intruder!"

		Cornerman bellowed. Elena's voice cut over: "Go!"

		Imogen bolted mat, folder clutched chest. Chain loomed. Ankle gave full, knee slamming gravel. Papers scattered wind-whipped. She scooped two sheets, staples bent. Footsteps thundered close, radio squawk: "Perimeter breach! East pens!"

		Elena hauled her over chain, razor snag tearing hoodie sleeve bloody. They dropped rig side, sprinted semi shadow. Imogen's ankle dragged fire, limp full hobble. Escalade doors slammed distant, tires squealing gates. Alley end, Elena shoved her against cinderblock. "Out. Your beater's north. Vargas owns the night now."

		Imogen panted, sheets crumpled fist-tight. Unfolded one: fight payout grid. Second: release clause stub. "Signature line. Upton's. Promoter holds full set cage night. Needs her ink."

		Elena's face twisted, scar pulling white. "Told you. Solo craters. My flank scout? Wasted. Your infil? Bagged the papers tease. Deadline days out. We're lowest, Kendrick. Both."

		Imogen's pack thump ground. Ankle swelled boot-top, pages junk without Willa. Fighter's eyes burned memory, guards' beams sweeping closer. Elena melted shadow first, braid vanishing chain gap. Imogen limped sedan-ward, gravel gnawing soles. Radio chatter peaked behind, spotlights clawing dark. Door handle cold, engine cough reluctant. Sheets tossed dash, ink smudged thumbprint. Headlights punched blacktop, arena shrinking. Ankle pedal stabbed. Eighteen days. Willa's truck north, Lena's kid safe maybe. Papers demanded her hammer. Alone cracked everything. Sedan merged 110 south, taillights blurring rigs. Phone buzzed dash, burner dead. No signal. Shadows stretched long under overpass lamps.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 19

		

		The Crisis Convergence

		

		

		Truck tires chewed gravel as Willa cut the wheel sharp into the arena's east service lot, chain-link rattling under the headlights. Sodium lamps buzzed overhead, casting puddles of orange on oil-slicked puddles from last night's rain. Distant bass thump from the main hall vibrated the dash, mixed with the squawk of perimeter guards on their radios two blocks over. She killed the engine mid-turn, door slamming before the dust settled. Boots crunched toward the chain gap where Elena Voss had vanished minutes ago, according to the tip from Jax. "Kendrick's infil went south. Limpin' bad. Papers partial."

		Her quads burned from the twelve-hour drive back from the kid's hideout up in Frazier Park, veined forearms stinging where she'd scraped them hauling crates over a split-rail fence. Shirt clung damp under the leather jacket, sweat carving tracks down her spine. Spotlights swept the pens like lazy search dogs, but the alley stayed black except for one figure hobbling northbound, pack slung low, sedan door glinting fifty yards out. Imogen. Willa's gut twisted at the drag in her step, left boot scuffing gravel like a busted piston. She broke into a jog, breath scraping her throat raw, red streak in her hair whipping across her eyes. "Imogen!"

		The woman froze mid-stride, shoulders hunching before she wheeled slow. Hand dipped to her pocket, probably that shitty burner, but came up empty. Face pale under the lamp glow, hoodie sleeve torn ragged at the elbow, fresh blood crusting the cuff. Ankle boot swelled over the tongue, laces slack. Willa slowed to a walk ten feet out, hands loose at her sides. Gravel shifted under her soles. Up close, Imogen's cheeks hollowed deeper than three days back, thumbprint smudge on her jaw like she'd wiped engine grease or worse. Those thick legs trembled under the weight, narrow waist sucked in tight. "You look like shit," Willa said. Imogen's jaw worked side to side, tongue probing a fresh cut inside her cheek. Copper fleck on her lower lip. "Truck's north lot. Saw the taillights from the rig. Figured you'd circle back for scraps."

		Willa stepped closer, close enough to smell diesel and arena sweat off her skin. The heart-shaped mark peeked high on her inner thigh where cargos rode up from the limp. "Jax pinged me off Voss's relay. Kid's squared. Relocated clean to that aunt in Bakersfield. No tails, no Vargas sniffers. I dropped the last supply run an hour ago."

		Imogen's eyes narrowed, fist unclenching around crumpled sheets in her grip. Payout grid and a release stub, staples bent like claws. "Bullshit timing. You split for her. Left me hanging on this." She flapped the papers, wind snatching at the edges. "Promoter's got the full set cage-side. Needs your ink on the line. Solo got me this far. Ankle buckled on the mat edge. Guards lit the alley like Christmas."

		Willa glanced over her shoulder at the sweeping beams, radio chatter peaking two chains down. "Saw the Escalade peel out. You bolted with partials. Smart. But yeah, saw the limp from the lot line. Matches my quads after fencing that gully." She rolled a shoulder, jacket creaking. Exhaustion pooled in her traps, every flex a reminder of the kid's wide eyes when she'd shoved the duffel through the trailer door. "Thought you'd be holed up south by now. Beater's right there."

		Imogen's boot scraped a divot in the gravel, sending pebbles skittering toward the sedan's tire. "Tried. Elena dragged me over the chain. Vargas owns the night. Papers tease without you." She stuffed the sheets into her pack, zipper catching twice before it bit shut. Pack thumped against her hip as she tested weight on the ankle, hiss slipping through her teeth. Willa's fingers twitched toward her, then dropped. Broad shoulders ached from the wheel grip all those miles, V-torso slick under the shirt. The rift hung there, kitchen table blame and safe house door slam replaying in the quiet. Possessive claim or not, Imogen's glare drilled like the first time Willa had pinned her in the loft, hips grinding claim before words soured it. "Kid's aunt wired the drop. She's got a cousin in the circuit, owes me from that '23 qualifier brawl. Pulled strings for a false manifest on the rig. No split needed. Third play."

		Imogen chewed the knuckle of her thumb, skin whitening around the nail. "Third play. After you picked her over this." She jerked her chin at the arena bulk, crowd roar spiking through the vents like a pulse. "Eighteen days. Raul's beast trains clean now. We need the docs cage night or it's vapor."

		Willa nodded once, gravel dust puffing at her boots. "Exhaustion's mutual. You hobble, I crash. But yeah. Third path clears the jam. Kid safe, you squared." She toed a crushed Red Bull can, aluminum crumpling flat. Memory flashed the safe house counter, Imogen bent over it, table shaking under thrusts that fixed nothing. Anger-fueled, isolation thicker after. "Voss confirm the promoter hold?"

		"Stub matches. Full folder's promoter vault till title pop." Imogen shifted weight, wincing as the ankle took it. Pack strap dug red into her shoulder. "Elena wasted her flank. I bagged tease. Together, maybe."

		Willa's breath evened, chest rising slow. The red streak stuck to her temple, damp. "Jax tailed the kid's rig south. Clean handoff. No resource bleed." She met Imogen's stare steady, veined forearm flexing as she hooked thumbs in her pockets. "Back in shared? Or you peel solo again?"

		Imogen's fist bunched the pack strap, knuckles popping white. Wind tugged her torn sleeve, blood flaking off. Distant tires squealed gates, spotlights clawing closer. "Shared craters independent. But rift's live. You dipped. Blame collision fresh."

		Willa spat to the side, copper tang of her own bitten tongue from the drive. "Dipped justified. You pushed infil blind. Both paid." She stepped into arm's reach, heat off Imogen's skin cutting the night chill. Generous hips shifted as she balanced, powerful legs quaking subtle. "Lower the guard fraction. Third path honors both. Kid squared, docs viable. Eighteen days buys prep."

		Imogen's thumb stilled on her knuckle, gaze dropping to Willa's boots, then up. Cheek cut glistened fresh under the lamp. "Guarded yeah. Words first time sincere since table." She nodded jerky, pack sliding down her arm. "Stay rebuild. Perimeter's witness enough."

		Willa's hand lifted, palm hovering near Imogen's elbow without touching. Gravel crunched under shifting weight. Radios peaked again, beams sliding past the chain gap by yards. "Truck's got med kit. Tape that ankle. North lot. Move quiet."

		Imogen tested the step, limp shaving half speed. "Beater shadows us. Merge 110, then loft vector?"

		Willa fell in beside her, strides matching the hobble, jacket zipper rasping soft. Shadows stretched long across the lot, arena hum fading behind. Pack bumped Imogen's thigh rhythmic. "Loft vectors clean. Plan assembles there. Hope's flicker beats solo dark."

		They cleared the chain shadow, sedan's door creaking open under Imogen's grip. Willa swung into the truck cab twenty feet off, engine growling awake. Taillights punched red into the gravel dust as both rigs rolled north, beams missing them by fence posts. Radio squawk trailed off, night swallowing the perimeter whole. Imogen's beater nosed the truck's bumper on the 110 ramp, lane markers whipping past. Willa gripped the wheel, quads easing fraction on the straight. Third path lit the board, rift cracking open cautious. Loft waited, docs and drills ahead. Eighteen days hammered urgent. Downtown skyline pricked the black, steel beams calling. Imogen's blinker flicked right at the Broadway exit, truck mirroring seamless. Pack rode shotgun on her dash, sheets creased but whole. Willa punched the loft gate code one-handed, barriers parting with a grind. Elevator hummed up nine floors, both women shoulder to brick wall, ankle taped hasty in the truck cab, Imogen's boot off now, sock stained gravel gray. Silence thick but not hostile, breaths syncing slow. Door clicked open to the loft's open span, city lights gridlocking through floor-to-ceilings. Willa flicked the track spots low, leather couch beckoning. "Drop the pack. Sheets first."

		Imogen eased onto the edge, thick legs splaying as she fished the papers. Swelled ankle propped on the coffee table, purple blooming high. "Payout grid locks promoter vault. Release stub needs your hammer here." She tapped the line, pen rolling from her fist. Willa crouched, veined forearms bracing knees, jacket shed to the floor. Exhaustion tugged her lids heavy, but she scrawled the ink deliberate, signature looping tight. "Third path seals it. No more splits."

		Imogen snatched the stub, folding it precise into her cargo pocket. "Guarded trust. Rebuild starts now." Her fingers grazed Willa's wrist withdrawing the pen, skin hot brief. Willa rose slow, traps protesting, and toed off her boots by the kitchen island. Fridge hummed open, Gatorade bottles sweating condensation. One tossed Imogen's way, cap popping foam. "Tape holds till gym dawn. Plan vectors tomorrow."

		Imogen caught it mid-air, swig burning her throat past the cut. "Vectors lock. Elena corners maybe." She drained half, bottle thunking table. Limp tested standing, steadier. Willa leaned hip to the island, red streak drying stiff. Shadows pooled in the loft corners, city pulse thrumming glass. Defenses lowered notch, words sincere sparse. Rebuild chose, rift live but bridged tentative. Imogen's pack zipper rasped again, burner charging cord plugged in. Screen lit blue, Jax's text blinking: Kid bunked. Circuit cousin guards. "Confirmed," she said. Willa nodded, grabbing her own bottle. Frost slicked her palm. "Eighteen days. Cage calls."

		They moved to the mats unrolled by the beams, Imogen's hobble smoothing with tape grip. Willa dropped to planks, forearms veined tight. Push after push, breaths ragged sync. Night deepened outside, arena ghosts fading. Imogen mirrored beside, thick legs powering through swell. "Third path holds."

		Willa grunted rep twenty, sweat beading temple. "Holds."

		Dawn crept gray over the girders, plans whispering shape in the sweat-slick air.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 20

		

		The Accountability Action

		

		

		Imogen's palms slapped the mat one last time, elbows locking straight as she pushed up from the final plank. Sweat dripped from her chin onto the frayed edge of the roll-out, mixing with the grit from the arena lot's asphalt. Her ankle throbbed under the tape, a dull pulse that sharpened when she rocked back onto her heels. Willa collapsed beside her, chest heaving, the red streak in her hair plastered flat against her temple like a fresh scar. Dawn light slanted across the chain-link perimeter, turning the distant cage into a wireframe skeleton. "Pack it," Imogen said, rolling the mat tight with her good foot pinning one end. Willa nodded, stuffing it into the duffel without a word. They moved in tandem, Imogen's limp pulling her steps shorter, Willa's longer stride matching without thinking. The burner buzzed again in Imogen's pocket, Jax confirming the kid's circuit cousin had eyes on the safe house till noon. She thumbed it silent. Willa zipped the bag and slung it over her shoulder, broad frame blocking the paling sky. "Loft. Clean up, lock vectors." Her voice scraped low, raw from the reps. Imogen grabbed her pack, the weight tugging her hip. "Vectors first. Then loft." But her body voted no, muscles quivering under skin still hot. The drive back blurred in side streets, Willa's Jeep rumbling over potholes on Figueroa, radio static spitting a half-song from some old Rage Against the Machine track before Willa smacked the dial off. Imogen pressed her temple to the cool glass, watching taillights smear in the gray morning. The split clawed up in her mind, that safe house door slamming on her alone, Willa's back vanishing into the night. She'd hated the pull then, the way it mirrored her family's last cutoff, Dad's voice flat on the line: you're out, no papers, no calls. The loft door clicked open to brick walls scarred from heavy bags long unstrung, steel beams overhead laced with cobwebs in the corners. Willa flicked the industrial lights, harsh yellow pooling on the kitchen island stacked with empty Voss water bottles and a half-eaten box of Clif bars. Imogen kicked off her sneakers by the door, tape peeling at the edges. She limped to the fridge, grabbing a cold Red Bull, the tab hissing sharp. Willa dropped the duffel by the unrolled mats, shedding her tank top in one pull. Her back gleamed, V-shape dipping to the waistband of her shorts, old bruises yellowing across ribs. "Shower rotates. You first."

		Imogen cracked the can, foam bubbling over her knuckles. "Talk now. Ankle holds." She set it down, wiped her hand on her cargos. The words sat heavy, like gravel in her throat. "That split. You picked the kid."

		Willa paused, sports bra clinging damp. She grabbed a towel from the rack, slung it around her neck. "Picked survival. His. Mine." She leaned against the beam, forearms crossing veined and tight. "You think I ditched you clean?"

		Imogen peeled the tape from her ankle slow, skin prickling as it came free. Purple swelled high, hot to the touch. "Ditched the plan. Me exposed at perimeter solo because your resources ghosted." She didn't look up, focused on the fibers snagging. "Elena spotted me limping circles. Said Vargas's guy changed warm-ups, no docs without your ink."

		Willa pushed off the beam, boots thudding soft on the concrete floor. She crouched by the island drawer, pulling it open with a scrape. Papers rustled inside, legal stack bound in a folder marked UPTON CLAIM in Sharpie. "Assumed you'd bunker. Not arena stalk." Her fingers flexed on the edge. "Kid's folks ghosted him post-bet loss. Circuit owed me. Split focus, yeah. But third path? His cousin rotates guard now. Jax texted."

		Imogen's thumb dug into the swell, pressure blooming white-hot. "Protected your rep. I get it. Mine's family void since eighteen. Rejection sticks." She straightened, can sweating rings on the counter. "Assumed you'd chain me priority. Like the bet said."

		Willa flipped the folder open, thumbing the top sheet. Her signature looped there already, from weeks back. "Chain's bullshit now. Possession? That fear's mine." She met Imogen's eyes, steady. "Betrayal gutted me once. Ex fed intel to Vargas mid-title. Lost everything but the cage." Voice dropped. "You weren't pawn. Rift hit because I froze."

		Imogen stepped closer, hips brushing the island edge. The air smelled of their sweat mixed with the faint bleach from last week's gear wash. "Froze on me. Me limping shadows alone. Needed you, not words." Her voice cracked on the edge, fingers curling into fists by her sides. Willa nodded once, sharp. "Accountability." She yanked her burner from the shorts pocket, propped it on the island facing the folder. Thumbed Jax's line, speaker crackling live. "Jax. Elena on three-way?"

		Static popped, Jax's gravel voice first. "Here. Elena patching."

		Elena cut in, gym echoes behind her. "Loft cam? What's the play?"

		Willa tapped record on the phone screen, red light blinking. "Witnesses. Claim withdraw." She held up the folder, pages fanned. "Vargas bet docs. Imogen's papers. I ink release, tear full." Her free hand grabbed a pen from the drawer, scrawling across the release stub line, loop tight and black. "Public. No takebacks. Third path clear."

		Imogen's breath caught, pulse kicking in her neck. The pen scratched final, Willa slapping the folder shut. She gripped the edges, biceps bunching, and ripped straight through. Pages shredded in halves, then quarters, fluttering to the concrete like confetti from a gut punch. "Done," Willa said into the phone. "Send to promoter vault. Vectors lock."

		Jax whistled low. "Costly, champ. Vargas hears, cage heats."

		Elena snorted. "Holds. Ankle tape at gym noon?"

		"Confirmed," Imogen said, voice steady now. She snatched a shred from the floor, crumpled it in her palm. Willa killed the call, shards crunching under her boot as she ground one flat. "No chains. Trust rebuild."

		Imogen stepped in, generous hips pressing Willa's V-frame back to the island. "Apology accepted." Her hands found Willa's waist, thumbs hooking the shorts band. Skin hot, slick from dried sweat. "Mine too. Pushed blind."

		Willa's forearms braced the counter behind, veined cords standing. "Push harder." Her mouth crashed Imogen's, teeth nipping lower lip, tongue shoving deep. Imogen groaned into it, fingers yanking the shorts down thick thighs, fabric pooling at Willa's ankles. She kicked free, one boot tangling brief before thudding aside. Imogen shoved her own cargos off, kicking them toward the mats. Her thick legs parted Willa's stance, knees knocking awkward as she ground up, clit dragging the rough pubes above Willa's seam. Willa grunted, hands clamping Imogen's ass, nails digging crescents into flesh. She hauled her up onto the island edge, Red Bull can toppling with a fizz, foam spilling sticky across granite. "Fuck," Imogen hissed, legs wrapping Willa's waist, heels digging the small of her back. Her narrow waist arched as Willa palmed her tits rough, thumbs circling nipples to peaks, pinching till they burned. Sweat from the planks slicked between them, bodies sliding messy. Willa's mouth latched her neck, sucking a bruise high, teeth grazing corded muscle. Imogen's hand dove between, fingers parting Willa's folds, slick heat coating pads. She circled the hood deliberate, thumb pressing clit firm while two fingers plunged knuckle-deep. Willa bucked, breath hot on Imogen's collarbone, hips snapping to fuck the grip. "Deeper," Willa rasped, voice wrecked. Imogen curled inside, stroking the front wall, palm grinding clit with each thrust. Her own cunt clenched empty, birthmark pulsing with blood rush high on her inner thigh. Willa dropped a hand, veined forearm flexing as she shoved three fingers into Imogen, stretch burning sweet. They scissored awkward on the counter, knees bumping granite, Imogen's heel slipping off Willa's ass to thud the drawer. Sweat poured, dripping from Willa's traps to Imogen's cleavage. She chased it with her tongue, lapping salt while fingers pistoned faster, walls clenching vise-tight. Imogen's free hand tangled the red streak, yanking Willa's head back by hair roots. Mouths collided sloppy, spit trailing chin. Willa twisted her wrist, thumb hooking Imogen's clit direct, rubbing circles brutal. Pressure coiled low in Imogen's gut, thighs quaking around Willa's ribs. "Come," Willa ordered, teeth on earlobe. Imogen shattered first, cunt spasming on the fingers, juices squirting slick down Willa's palm to wrist. She rode it out, nails raking Willa's shoulders bloody red lines. Willa followed, grinding down on Imogen's hand, walls fluttering milk-hot release over knuckles. They slumped, breaths sawing sync, island edge digging Imogen's ass raw. Willa pulled fingers free slow, sucking them clean with a pop, eyes dark. Imogen mirrored, licking her own taste from Willa's digits, tangy sharp. "Plan," Imogen said finally, sliding off, thighs sticking then peeling. She grabbed a Voss from the fridge, chugging cold. Willa nodded, tugging shorts back haphazard. "Elena corners. Ankle brace eleven a.m. gym." She swept paper shreds into a pile with her foot, boot nudging them toward the trash. Imogen taped fresh over the swell, fingers steady. "Raul's fighter weak left hook, per Elena's warm-up spy. You bait, I signal tap." Her cargo pocket crinkled with the signed stub, promoter release secure. "Eighteen days," Willa said, grabbing tape roll. She knelt, wrapping Imogen's ankle tight, layers pulling snug. Gym bag zipped by the door, Elena's text blinking on the burner: Vectors set. Noon. Imogen tested weight, steady now. Willa rose, hand lingering on her hip. "No splits."

		They grabbed keys together, loft door swinging wide to noon sun slicing girders.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 21

		

		The Corner Blueprint

		

		

		Tires squealed off the 101 ramp, Willa's Charger fishtailing onto the warehouse district side street, chain-link rattling past the blur of graffiti-tagged semis. Imogen braced one palm on the dash, the other twisting the AC vent until cold air blasted her collarbone. Willa downshifted hard, engine growling low, the gym's roll-up door already yawning open under midday glare. She killed the ignition, pocketed keys, and shouldered the gym bag, Imogen's crutch clattering behind as they ducked inside. Rubber mats reeked of old sweat and Lysol, heavy bags swaying from chains hooked to exposed rafters. Willa flicked the industrial lights, fluorescents buzzing to life over the octagon marked in white tape, Speed Bag dangling crooked from a weld scar. She dropped the bag by the mirrored wall, yanked a roll of white athletic tape from the side pocket. Rip went the first strip, sticky edges curling as she stretched it between veined forearms, winding tight around her knuckles. Imogen limped to the bench press, hoisted herself up with a grunt, cargo shorts riding high on those thick thighs. "Start with the sprawl drill," Willa said, flexing taped fists. "Raul's guy drops levels fast. You spot the telegraph."

		Imogen nodded, peeling her tank top from damp skin, the fabric slapping the bench. She tested the ankle brace Willa had wrapped yesterday, toes flexing inside the neoprene. Solid. Willa shadowboxed loose, broad shoulders rolling, red streak matted against her temple from the loft's humidity still clinging. Jab, cross, hook. Mirror caught the V of her traps, sweat beading fresh already. Door rattled again, Elena Voss slipping through with a black duffel slung cross-body, her braid swinging like a whip. She scanned the mats, eyes narrowing on Imogen's leg. "Vectors locked. Promoter confirmed cage side for me." Elena dropped the duffel, unzipped it for chalk blocks and spare wraps. "Ankle first. Lose the brace."

		Imogen slid it off, propping the foot on a milk crate. Elena knelt, hands steady as she tore tape strips, layering from instep to calf, pulling snug without slack. Willa watched from the octagon corner, tape ends dangling from her wrist. Elena's fingers worked efficient, no chatter, just the rasp of adhesive on skin. Imogen winced once when a layer pinched the swell, but held still, birthmark peeking high on that inner thigh like a target Willa itched to bruise again. "Done." Elena rocked back, tested the wrap with two thumbs. "Holds lateral. You signal left hook bait from corner twelve. I feed the sprawl counter on his rush."

		Willa grunted approval, stepping into the octagon. "Her limp sells it. He lunges, you tap once. Twice means pivot right." She bounced on toes, calves knotting. Imogen grabbed the crutch, hobbled to the edge, Elena flanking her like a shadow. First drill: Willa feinted low, Imogen slapped the mat sharp. Willa sprawled back, knees slamming canvas mock-hard. Up fast, hooks whipping air. Good rhythm. Sweat slicked Willa's sports bra straps, dripping to the mat's worn patches. "Again," Imogen called. "He telegraphs shoulder drop. Like the warm-up footage."

		Willa reset, breath steady. Red streak stuck to her cheek now. They ran it five times, Imogen's signals crisp, Elena chalking Willa's palms between reps, powder dusting the air white. Pressure built in Willa's traps, the kind that locked jaws before a title bout. Tomorrow's cage loomed, Raul's fighter a meat wall with that weak left she could crack open. But Imogen's eyes tracked every move, no waver, and Elena patched the gaps without ego. Mid-drill, Imogen's crutch slipped on a sweat puddle. She caught the cage mesh, ankle buckling slight under tape. Willa froze mid-cross, chest heaving. "Out."

		Imogen straightened, jaw set. "It's fine. Tape's holding."

		"No." Willa crossed the octagon in three strides, grabbed the crutch herself, jammed it under Imogen's arm. Heat flushed her neck, possessive snap biting words sharper than planned. "You signal from corner. Not hobble in here."

		Elena stayed quiet, repacking chalk, but her glance flicked between them, weighing the air. Imogen's fingers dug the crutch rubber, knuckles paling. "Corner's twelve feet. I see the tells better close."

		Willa's pulse throbbed in taped fists. Loft sex still ghosted her skin, Imogen's nails raw on her shoulders, that vise clench milking her deep. But this? Risking that leg in the chaos? No. She cupped Imogen's jaw, thumb rough on the hinge, forcing eye contact. "Corner. Or I pull the fight."

		Silence stretched, Elena's duffel zipper the only rasp. Imogen held stare, hips shifting on the bench edge, generous curves straining shorts seams. Then she exhaled, nodded once. "Corner."

		Willa released, stepped back, but her hand lingered on Imogen's thigh, squeezing the muscle honed thick from squats. Solid. Hers to protect, not break. Elena cleared throat soft. "Next sequence. Bait the hook."

		They reset. Willa baited left, shoulder dipping deliberate. Imogen tapped twice. Willa pivoted, knee slicing air where a rush would land. Elena called adjustment: "Higher guard on his jab feint. Saw it Tuesday spar."

		Willa incorporated, running the chain three times fluid now. Chalk dust settled on Imogen's cleavage, white streaks on flushed skin. Willa wanted to lick it off, drag tongue slow between those heavy tits heaving with each breath. Focus snapped back on the next sprawl, thighs burning. Half hour in, water break. Willa chugged from a Dasani bottle, cap crunching under boot heel after. Imogen iced the ankle ten minutes, Elena sketching corner angles on a Rite in the Rain notepad, promoter maps scribbled beside Raul's fighter stats: 6'2", 205 wet, left hook lands 42% whiff on inside angle. "His corner feeds him mid-round," Elena said, tapping the pad. "Round two, they yell 'pressure.' That's your window."

		Imogen leaned over, braid falling forward. "Matches the warm-up. You eat one jab, sell hurt, draw the hook."

		Willa nodded, draining the bottle. Pressure coiled in her gut, not just the fight. Elena here meant eyes on them, on this rebuilt thing fragile as fresh tape. What if Imogen signaled wrong under lights? What if Raul stacked the refs? But Imogen's hand brushed Willa's taped knuckles casual, thumb tracing a vein. Anchor. Relationship bent under the weight, didn't snap. Back to drills. Full sequence now: sprawl into hook bait, pivot knee, ground pound sim. Willa dropped low on the last rep, fist hammering mat inches from Imogen's sneaker. Crowd roar echoed in her skull already, phantom screams from past cages. Imogen's voice cut through: "Tap left. Again."

		Elena mirrored from mock-corner, her signals syncing perfect. Sweat poured down Willa's spine, pooling at waistband. She stripped the tank mid-drill, tossing it aside, V-torso gleaming under lights. Imogen's gaze snagged there, pupils blowing dark. Willa felt it like a hook to the ribs, want twisting low. After tomorrow, no more bets, no more Vargas. Just this. One slip: Willa overcommitted the knee, balance tipping. Imogen lunged crutch-free, caught her elbow steady. Contact electric, skin on skin, Imogen's palm hot and callused from bag work. "Guard up," she muttered, close enough breath fanned Willa's neck. Willa righted, but pulled Imogen flush against the cage for a beat, hips pinning hips, generous curves molding to muscle. Mouth hovered near ear. "Stay back tomorrow." Rough, but laced need. Imogen's free hand fisted Willa's shorts waist, nails pricking hipbone. "Signal clear. Win it." Thighs pressed, thick power flexing against Willa's quads. Elena pretended not to clock it, fussing with the notepad. They broke, reset. Final run-through flawless: bait, signal, sprawl, knee, pound. Mats scarred fresh from impacts, chalk ghosts on Willa's ribs. Willa unwound hand tape slow, knuckles pink under layers. Elena packed her duffel, nodded at the octagon. "Vectors set. Eleven a.m. cage side."

		Imogen taped fresh ice pack to ankle, cargo pocket crinkling with the promoter stub. Willa grabbed towels, slung one over Imogen's shoulders, fingers tangling the damp ends deliberate. Pressure peaked, held. Plan locked: every tell learned in lofts and perimeters, Elena's intel, Imogen's voice from corner twelve. "Bag it," Willa said. She zipped the gym bag, boot nudging a stray tape scrap toward the trash grate. Elena shouldered out first, Charger keys jangling in Willa's fist. Imogen paused at the door, testing weight full. "No splits."

		Willa hooked arm around her waist, pulled close possessive. "None." Roll-up door groaned shut behind, warehouse shadows swallowing the octagon whole.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 22

		

		The Critical Tipping Point

		

		

		Imogen slid into the Charger passenger seat, the door thunk heavy against the frame. Willa fired the engine, tires biting warehouse asphalt as they peeled out toward the 101. Streetlights streaked past, sodium glow catching the red streak in Willa's dark hair before blurring into night. Imogen's ankle throbbed under fresh tape, the ice pack's chill long gone, but she kept her leg straight, boot braced on the floor mat. Elena rode shotgun up front, fiddling with a crumpled Vaseline tin in her lap. No one spoke. Radio hummed low, some old Rage Against the Machine track Imogen half-recognized, Zack de la Rocha's bark cutting through the hum. They hit the arena lot by ten-thirty, chain-link rattling under floodlights. The air reeked of diesel and overcooked hot dogs from vendor carts lining the perimeter. Bodies pressed thick already, leather jackets and faded fight tees shoving toward turnstiles. Willa parked crooked between two jacked-up F-150s, killed the ignition. "Stools first," she said, popping her door. Imogen followed, crutch tucked under arm like a spare rib, testing weight on the bad ankle with each step. Elena shouldered the duffel, black stool legs clanking. Inside, the Los Angeles Underground MMA Arena swallowed sound whole. Banners sagged from rafters, "Vargas vs. Upton - Title Night" in peeling vinyl letters. The cage loomed center ring, chain-link octagon scarred with duct tape patches, canvas stained rust-brown from old blood. Crowd packed bleachers shoulder-to-shoulder, bass thump of a DJ set vibrating through Imogen's soles. Raul Vargas held court ringside, his silk shirt unbuttoned to show gold chains, flanked by suits and a couple girls in too-tight dresses. His eyes flicked their way, lips curling before he turned back to his phone. Elena claimed corner stools, unfolding them with snaps beside the cage door. Imogen dropped her crutch against the post, peeled off her hoodie to reveal the tank underneath, arms prickling in the humid blast from vents. Willa stripped to fight shorts and sports bra already, chalk dust still ghosting her ribs from the gym. She paced the narrow strip outside the cage, shadowboxing loose, veined forearms pumping in rhythm. Imogen watched the flex there, cords standing out under skin slick from pre-fight rubdown oil. Elena smeared Vaseline on Willa's brows, thumbs precise. "Eyes up on entries," she muttered. "He drops left every third combo."

		Willa nodded once, jaw working a piece of gum. The announcer's voice boomed over speakers, distorted feedback screeching first. "Ladies and gents, tonight's main event. Five rounds, no mercy. Champion of the Vargas machine, undefeated in twelve... Jax Harlan!" Crowd split roar and boos as the fighter ducked through ropes opposite, cornrows slicked, torso roped thick with muscle under fight trunks. He bounced on toes, shadow knees snapping air, Raul clapping from his seat like it sealed something. "And the challenger, LA's own unbreakable... Willa Upton!" Willa climbed the apron, ducked chain-link, raised one fist center cage. Cheers drowned the boos, phones flashing blue-white. Ref patted her down quick, gloved hands slapping thighs and ribs. Imogen's stomach knotted around the promoter's stub in her pocket, edges worn soft. Twenty-one days from perimeter whispers to this. No more bets after. Just the papers. Bell clanged. Round one. Willa circled low, broad shoulders rolling loose. Harlan lunged first, right hook whistling. She slipped it clean, counter left tagging his jaw with a meaty pop. Crowd surged. Imogen gripped the chain-link, links cold and gritty under palms. Elena leaned in beside her, stopwatch clutched. "Bait the sprawl early," she said, voice pitched under the din. Willa pressed, feinting jabs to measure range. Harlan ate a low kick to the lead calf, winced but fired back double-leg takedown. Willa sprawled perfect, hips driving down, forearms shoving his shoulders flat. She rained elbows from top, thudding canvas with each connect. Ref hovered close. Harlan bucked, bridged hips high. Willa rolled off smooth, stood posting on his back for a second before resetting. Imogen exhaled through her teeth, tasting salt from her own sweat. Willa's V-torso gleamed under spots, red streak matted dark. Round two dragged heavier. Harlan found distance, stuffed Willa's shots, clipped her with body hooks that folded her slight. She gasped audible over mics, straightened slow. Imogen chewed the inside of her cheek raw, copper tang blooming. Elena slapped the cage. "Knee inside!" Willa shot single-leg anyway, dumped Harlan but couldn't advance guard. He reversed midway, mounted chest, ground-and-pound thudding like hammers on meat. Willa bridged explosive, shrimp escaped, scrambled to feet on pure scramble. Ten seconds left, she tagged a knee up the middle, staggering him into the fence. Intermission. Willa slumped on stool, chest heaving. Elena squirted water into her mouth, dabbed cuts blooming fresh on her cheekbone. Imogen leaned over the chain, voice pitched sharp. "He's telegraphing the right overhand. Duck south every time." Willa spat pink into bucket, nodded once. Gum worked faster. Eyes locked on Harlan's corner across, where a bald guy barked footwork drills. Bell three. Pace ratcheted. Willa deployed the blueprint: bait jab, slip south, knee inside. Harlan bit twice, calf swelling purple from low kicks. She chained combos flawless, shoulders dipping precise, veined forearms snapping hooks that split his brow. Blood trickled, ref calling doc check mid-round. Crowd chanted "Upt-on," stomping bleachers till dust sifted from rafters. Imogen's thick legs burned from shifting weight, ankle protesting each bounce. She gripped Elena's sleeve once, fabric damp. "He's fading left side."

		Round four broke them both. Harlan caught Willa mid-sprawl, powered through to back mount hooks in. She flattened chest-down, ate short punches to kidneys. Imogen's nails dug crescents into her own palm, skin parting slick. Elena yelled vectors, but Willa powered elbow escape, flipped to guard, swept explosive. Feet now, she pressed fence, knees churning thigh and body. Harlan wilted, but clock ticked under thirty seconds. He reversed on a slip, right hand heavy across Willa's jaw. She stayed upright, bell saved. Stool again. Willa leaned forward elbows on knees, breath ragged. Fresh cut under eye wept slow. Elena taped split knuckle, Vaseline thick. Imogen poured water, watched it sheet down Willa's neck into the hollow of her collarbone. "Same tell. Overhand after body feint. You've got him." Willa rinsed, spat, stood as bell five rang. Final round. They collided center cage. Willa fresh off fence pressure, Harlan desperate. He loaded double leg, stuffed clean. She countered plum, knees ripping midsection. Combo landed: jab-slip-hook-knee, Harlan's guard cracking. Crowd on feet, roar shaking links till Imogen's teeth buzzed. Willa pressed kill, driving him back. He folded against fence, shellshelling arms. Two minutes left. Harlan exploded. Caught Willa overcommitted on a sprawl, timed the right overhand perfect. Fist cracked temple, Willa staggered cross-cage, knees buckling. She caught fence barely, vision glassy under lights. Imogen's mouth went dry, pocket stub crinkling under fist. Plan fracturing. Harlan charged, low for legs. "Forgotten detail!" Imogen bellowed, throat shredding raw. Voice cut noise like glass, Elena's head whipping. "Weak ankle prop! Like gym drill twelve!" Willa blinked through stars, registered. Harlan shot double, Willa pivoted south off the shout, propped her shin on his forward ankle mid-takedown. He buckled wrong, balance tipping. She capitalized, guillotine locked driving knees first, slamming top control. Pound after pound thudded face and ribs, Harlan turtling desperate. Ref dove in hovering. Clock hit ten seconds. Harlan bridged wild, exposed back. Willa sunk rear-naked, hooks deep. Tap came muffled on canvas. No. He powered up instead, shrugged her off, both scrambled feet. Four seconds. Harlan loaded bomb right, Willa ducked south perfect. Bell clanged. No finish. Judges' hands raised for scores, but ref waved sudden victory on points? Crowd split, boos mixing cheers. Raul on feet yelling at ringside suits. Willa slumped fence, chest billowing, blood sheeting from temple cut. Imogen gripped chain-link till knuckles blanched white. Elena checked stopwatch, face tight. "Overtime possible. They're reviewing tape."

		Willa dragged to stool, ice pressed hasty to eye. Her gaze cut to Imogen's over Elena's shoulder, nod faint but there. Harlan paced opposite, cornerman slapping his back, Raul gesturing wild from below. Arena lights hummed overhead, sweat dripping from Willa's brow to pool on canvas between her boots. Imogen's heart knocked ribs, ankle forgotten in throb. One more sequence hung.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 23

		

		The Final Strike

		

		

		Referee's voice boomed over the speakers. "Overtime round. Three minutes. Sudden victory."

		Willa pushed off the stool, legs heavy under her, the canvas sticky where her blood had smeared. Elena yanked the ice pack away, her fingers quick on the cut tape around Willa's knuckles. "Stay south. Prop that ankle every sprawl. You've got him gassed."

		Imogen leaned over the chain-link, her fist still white-knuckled on the metal, close enough Willa smelled the salt on her skin from the corner heat. Those thick legs shifted under her shorts, braced wide. Willa nodded once, sharp, then rose as the bell cracked again. Harlan met her center cage, shoulders rolling loose, but his breaths came shorter now, ribs taped under his skin from the earlier knees. Raul Vargas paced ringside below him, face purple, jabbing a finger at the suits. Willa circled left, feinting high, temple throbbing where Harlan's right had landed, vision spotting black at the edges if she blinked wrong. He shot first, low single leg, hungry for the dump. Willa sprawled hard, south pivot like Imogen yelled, shin hooking his forward ankle. He stumbled half a beat, enough. She chained into guillotine again, arm bar tight under his chin, but he powered through, elbow cracking her ribs on the break. Pain lit her side, ribs grinding. One minute gone. Crowd stamped feet, chain-link rattling like hail. Willa reset, breath burning lungs. Harlan loaded another overhand, same temple side. She ducked south, but he switched mid-swing, caught her exposed weak flank with a body hook. Fist sank deep into her obliques, air punching out. She folded sideways, knee dipping to canvas. That's the sacrifice. Weak side open, ribs screaming. Harlan smelled blood, dove for the takedown, arms wrapping her waist. Willa absorbed it, rolled with the dump, back slamming mat. He mounted sloppy, gas showing in his scramble. She bridged hips explosive, bucked him off balance, ankles hooking his for the sweep. They scrambled chest to chest, his elbow glancing her cut temple, fresh blood sheeting her cheek. Clock read ninety seconds. Willa powered to knees, drove forward, slamming him to fence. Elbows rained, short and vicious, splitting his brow open. He shelled up, turtling. She flattened him prone, hooks in, rear-naked sinking deep. His neck corded against the squeeze, face ballooning red. He peeled fingers at her forearm, veins popping on his arms, but Willa arched back harder, legs clamped like a vice. Ref hovered close, hands ready. Two minutes. Harlan bridged wild, power surging last gasp. Willa slipped an inch, forearm loosening. He spun out, both feet, swinging wild haymaker. She ate the graze on the jaw, teeth clicking, then countered low kick to his knee. It buckled inward. He staggered back. Last thirty seconds. Willa pressed kill. Drove him fence again, knees chambered into thighs. He folded arms high, shelling desperate. She dropped levels, timed the shot double-leg perfect, hoisting him off feet, slamming canvas. Mount position locked. Ground and pound opened up, fists thudding jaw, temple, nose. Blood sprayed arc under lights. He bridged again, exposed back flailing. Willa sunk hooks deeper, choke cinched. Tap came fast on her arm, then canvas. Ref dove in, pulling her off. "It's over!"

		Bell clanged three seconds early. Crowd exploded, arena shaking, beer cups sailing overhead. Willa rolled off, chest heaving, blood pooling under her cheek on the mat. Harlan curled fetal, cornerman rushing in with ice. Ref raised her arm. "Winner by submission, Willa Upton! Still undefeated champion!"

		Raul Vargas shoved through the chaos at ringside, face twisted, shoving officials aside. He climbed the apron, mic snatched from announcer. "Wait. Wait!" Voice cracked over speakers, crowd jeering. "Points were close. Tape showed..."

		Suits waved him off, but he held up a thick envelope, legal stamped, waving it like a flag. "Title yours. Documents too. All claims dissolved. She's clear."

		He tossed the envelope over the chain-link. It landed at Willa's boots, papers spilling: Imogen's freedom, stamped final, Raul's signature fresh ink. Crowd roared approval, stomping thunder. Elena grabbed the papers first, stuffing them safe in her waistband. Imogen vaulted the corner padding, slipping under ropes slick with sweat. She hit canvas beside Willa, knees folding, hands framing Willa's face, thumbs swiping blood from her cheekbone. "You did it," Imogen said, voice rough, eyes locked on the cut above Willa's brow. Willa sat up slow, ribs grinding with the twist, forearm veined and slick. She gripped Imogen's wrist, pulled her closer, foreheads bumping. Arena lights glared down, sweat dripping from Imogen's chin to Willa's collarbone. The roar faded edges, just them in the cage center. Raul lingered apron edge, envelope empty now, glaring daggers. "Enjoy it, Upton. Scene's done with you two freaks." He spat on the floor outside, turned, shoving through fans. Officials swarmed, title belt heavy gold slapped around Willa's waist, buckle cold against bruised skin. Cameras flashed, but Willa waved them back, arm around Imogen's shoulders. They stood together, legs brushing, Imogen's hip pressing her generous curve into Willa's side. Elena slapped Willa's back from behind. "Out. Loft. Ice that shit."

		They ducked under ropes, Imogen's hand low on Willa's spine guiding down the steps. Backstage tunnel hummed with handlers yelling, ice buckets sloshing. Willa leaned into the wall a second, breath steadying, Imogen's fingers tracing the red streak in her damp hair. "You took that hook clean," Imogen said. "Knew it coming?"

		Willa shrugged, pain lancing ribs. "Had to. Weak side bait. Worked."

		Tunnel opened to dressing room, door kicked shut behind Elena. She dumped ice into a towel, pressed it to Willa's temple. "Sit. Strip that shirt."

		Imogen tugged Willa's rashguard up, peeling it off slow over the cut knuckles. Bruises bloomed purple on ribs, obliques swollen. Imogen's palms skimmed light, testing tender spots, her narrow waist twisting as she knelt. "Prop it higher," Elena said, taping Willa's ankle fresh anyway, the weak one that saved the sprawl. "Raul's done. Papers legit. No more shadows."

		Willa nodded, eyes on Imogen's thigh where the heart-shaped mark peeked under shorts hem. That mark she'd traced nights ago, when ownership meant chains. Now it meant something else. Imogen caught the look, breath hitching quiet. Elena stood. "I'm out. Call tomorrow." Door clicked shut. Room shrank, just the hum of overhead vents, ice melting cold trails down Willa's chest. Imogen stayed kneeling, hands on Willa's knees now, thick legs parting her stance. "We won."

		"Yeah." Willa cupped her jaw, thumb rough on the pulse there. Imogen leaned in, mouth brushing the uninjured side of Willa's neck, hot and open. Not desperate cage heat. Chosen. Imogen's tongue flicked salt from skin, teeth grazing collarbone. Willa hissed, ribs protesting the arch, but pulled her up anyway. Mouths crashed, Imogen's lips split from corner yell earlier, copper tang mixing. Willa shoved her back to the bench, wood creaking under generous hips. Imogen spread legs wide, pulling Willa between, thick thighs clamping veined forearms. Hands yanked Willa's shorts down, freeing her, cock springing hard from the fight rush. Imogen gripped base, squeeze firm, stroking once slow. "Fuck," Willa grunted, hips bucking forward. Imogen guided her in, wet heat swallowing inch by inch, walls clenching tight. Willa bottomed out, pubic bone grinding clit, Imogen's moan vibrating chest to chest. They rocked brutal, bench scraping floor tiles. Willa's hands pinned Imogen's wrists overhead, forearms flexing veins against the tape. Imogen bucked up, heels digging Willa's ass, pulling deeper. Sweat slicked skin slap, breaths ragged pants. "Harder," Imogen gasped, nails raking Willa's back where no bruises hit. Willa obliged, thrusts pounding, balls slapping ass. Imogen's walls fluttered, building, her narrow waist arching off bench. Willa released wrists, one hand dropping to thumb clit circles rough. Imogen shattered first, cry choked, thighs quaking around hips. Willa followed seconds later, spilling hot inside, forehead dropping to shoulder, breath sawing. They stilled, Willa softening slow, slipping free with a wet sound. Imogen's fingers combed the red streak again, legs loose now. Door rattled distant, voices in tunnel. Willa pulled up shorts, handed Imogen the rashguard. "Loft."

		Imogen nodded, rising, papers crinkling from Elena's drop-off spot. They slipped out side door, night air hitting skin like balm, city lights waiting beyond. Cage roar echoed faint behind, belt heavy on hips. Imogen's hand slipped into hers, fingers lacing tight. They walked the alley to the truck, hips bumping, unspoken weight lifting with each step. Balcony called, city below, no more fights hanging.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 24

		

		The Balcony Stillness

		

		

		Imogen squeezed Willa's fingers tighter in the alley shadows, the gravel crunching under their sneakers as they reached the truck. Willa's black Ford F-150 sat crooked against the chain-link fence, still warm from the drive over, keys jingling loose in her taped fist. She yanked the door open for Imogen first, the hinges squeaking like they always did after a night run. Imogen climbed in, thighs sticking to the vinyl seat slick with leftover arena sweat, the papers from Elena tucked into her waistband crinkling against her belly. Willa slid behind the wheel, belt buckle heavy against her hip where the championship strap hung temporary, leather still damp. Engine growled to life, headlights cutting the dark as she peeled out, tires spitting alley pebbles. No words yet. Just the radio static on low, some old No Doubt track fuzzing through the speakers, Gwen Stefani's voice half-buried under the rumble. Imogen watched Willa's profile, the red streak in her hair matted flat, a fresh cut above her eye already swelling purple. Streetlights streaked across veined forearms gripping the wheel, knuckles white where tape peeled loose. Traffic thinned on the 110, downtown towers rising sharp against the smog-lit sky. Imogen's legs ached from corner-standing, thick muscles twitching under her shorts, that heart-shaped mark on her inner thigh itching from dried salt. She shifted, foot nudging the glovebox, and the papers rustled again. Safe. Finally fucking safe. Willa took the 7th Street exit too fast, truck swaying as she hooked left toward the loft. Parking garage gate rattled up, tires echoing off concrete pillars stamped with faded graffiti tags. She killed the engine in their spot, number 17, grabbed the belt and papers, then nodded toward the elevator. Twenty floors up, buttons worn smooth from thumb presses. Door dinged open to the loft hallway, bare bulbs buzzing overhead. Inside, Willa flicked the deadbolt, loft dark except for the city glow bleeding through balcony doors. No lights needed. Imogen kicked off sneakers by the door, toes curling on the cool Saltillo tile. Willa dropped the belt on the kitchen island, granite top scarred from knife slips, papers fanned out beside it. She crossed straight to the balcony slider, shoving it wide. Night air rushed in, carrying diesel exhaust and a whiff of rooftop tar. Imogen followed, bare feet padding after. Balcony stretched ten feet square, rusted iron railing overlooking the sprawl, Hollywood Hills blinking distant. Traffic hummed seven stories below on Flower Street, brake lights crawling red. She gripped the railing, paint flaking under palms, cool metal biting skin. Willa leaned beside her, shoulder bumping hip, broad frame casting a shadow that swallowed Imogen's narrower waist. Silence stretched first. Imogen's pulse still thrummed from the cage roar, ears ringing faint. She picked at a loose thread on her rashguard sleeve, twisting it until it snapped. "That hook he landed on you," she said, voice low over the hum. "Raul's guy. Your ribs took it square. I saw the stagger."

		Willa grunted, elbows on rail now, forearms flexing veins against the iron. "Planned it. Baited him into the ankle tape job." She rubbed her side, wincing through the tape Elena had layered thick. "Elena called it perfect."

		"Yeah." Imogen nodded, but her thumb dug into the railing divot, metal edge pressing half-moon into skin. "But the near-miss after. When you went down and stayed down extra. I thought... fuck, I thought you'd tapped wrong, sold it too real." Breath hitched on the last, city lights blurring a second. She blinked hard, focused on a neon sign flickering "Taco Maria" three blocks south. Willa turned, hip to railing, red streak falling across her brow. "Almost did. Foot gave out mid-spin. Your yell on the pivot saved the sequence." She paused, eyes on Imogen's mouth, split lip puffed from the bench crash earlier. "Cost you that yell, though. Throat raw?"

		Imogen touched it, skin tender. "Worth it." She swallowed anyway, sting shooting down. "Cost you more. That exposure. Raul watching from cageside, grinning like he had the docs already. If he'd countered..."

		"He didn't." Willa cut in, voice flat, but her fingers drummed the rail, pinky tapping uneven. "Docs here. Belt too. Done."

		Imogen shook her head, generous hips shifting weight. Legs burned standing this long, powerful thighs clamping subtle to steady herself. "Not just the fight. All of it. Me as your... prize, back when. Raul betting me like chips. You taking it, owning it." Words tumbled now, balcony wind tugging her hair. "I fought it then. Hated the chain. But tonight, cornering for you? Watching you bleed for those papers. Felt like I was betting me all over again."

		Willa's breath caught, shoulders dropping an inch. She scratched at tape on her wrist, peeling a corner slow. "Wasn't betting. Claiming." Her voice cracked gravel. "Raul's crew circled pre-fight. Whispers about pulling me post-round two if I dropped. Docs weren't just for you. For keeping them off both our backs." She looked away, jaw working side to side. "Feared losing you to that dissolve clause if I tanked. Or worse. Them dragging you back as loose end."

		Imogen's gut twisted, cold seeping up from the tile. She pressed closer, arm brushing Willa's. "You almost tanked. That final arch, ribs popping audible. I held breath till the ref slap." Fingers flexed on rail, knuckles paling. "My family's rejection? Thought it'd echo if this failed. Back to nothing. You?"

		Willa's laugh barked short, pained. "Betrayal. Old one. Ex cornered me post-title last year, sold fight tape to Vargas for a cut. Left me staggered worse than tonight." She flexed forearm, veins popping stark. "Feared you'd bolt once free. Papers or not. Why chain you otherwise?"

		Imogen's chest hollowed, air thinning. She reached, hand hovering Willa's taped knuckles, then dropped it to her own thigh, thumb circling the birthmark through shorts. "Didn't bolt. Stayed. Chose the corner. Chose yelling that pivot." Voice dropped softer. "No chains left. Still here."

		Willa stared, city glow catching the swell over her eye. Seconds ticked, traffic horn blaring distant. Her hand moved first, rough palm sliding over Imogen's on the rail, fingers lacing deliberate, tape rasping skin. "Chose too. You in the loft. Not prize. Partner."

		Heat bloomed low, deliberate. Imogen turned into it, narrow waist twisting, thick legs parting slight as Willa's free arm hooked her hip, pulling flush. Breasts pressed chest to chest, nipples peaking through damp rashguards. No rush. Willa's mouth found hers slow, lips parting easy, tongue tracing the split sting gentle before deepening. Imogen sighed into it, hand sliding up Willa's neck, thumb pressing the pulse jump. They shifted, Willa's back to rail now, iron bars digging spine. Imogen's fingers tugged Willa's shorts waistband down, fabric bunching thighs. Cock stirred heavy against her belly, thickening fast. She palmed it base to tip, squeeze firm, feeling the vein throb under skin. Willa groaned low, hips rolling forward, balls brushing Imogen's wrist. "Want this," Imogen murmured against her jaw, stroking deliberate, thumb circling the head slick with pre. "You. Chosen."

		Willa's hands yanked Imogen's rashguard up and off, tossing it to tile. Cool air hit skin, nipples tightening harder. Fingers hooked shorts next, shoving down with underwear, pooling at ankles. Imogen kicked free, naked now, generous hips swaying as she pressed back in. Willa's palms cupped ass cheeks, kneading deep, thumbs parting to brush her entrance, wet already. Imogen gasped, legs spreading wider over thick thighs. She guided Willa's cock, notch pressing folds, sliding up to grind clit. "Inside. Slow."

		Willa nodded, eyes dark on hers. She lifted one of Imogen's legs, hooking over hip, veined forearm flexing to hold. Tip nudged in, stretching inch by inch, walls yielding hot. Imogen rocked down, taking half, then full, pubic bone flush. Fullness burned sweet, no bench scrape, just balcony quiet broken by shared breaths. They moved unhurried, Willa's thrusts shallow rolls, cock dragging walls deliberate. Imogen's heel dug Willa's ass, pulling deeper, narrow waist arching to chase friction. Sweat beaded fresh between breasts, trickling valley. Willa's mouth latched nipple, suck firm, teeth grazing. Imogen's fingers tangled the red streak, tugging to angle head back, kissing throat salt. Pace built gradual, hips circling sync. Willa's free hand slipped between, fingers parting folds to circle clit steady. Imogen clenched around her, inner muscles fluttering, thigh quaking over hip. "Close," she panted, nails scraping Willa's shoulder blade. "Come," Willa said, voice wrecked, thrusts picking speed, balls tapping ass rhythmic. Imogen broke first, walls spasming tight, cry muffled into Willa's neck. Liquid heat spilled inside seconds later, Willa grinding deep, groan vibrating chest. They held, breaths syncing ragged, cock softening slow within. Leg dropped, Willa pulled out gentle, wet trail cooling thigh. Imogen sagged against her, arms looping neck. Fingers stayed laced on rail behind. Willa nuzzled hair. "Officials texting. Arena office. Raul's gotta sign final."

		Imogen lifted head, split lip curving. "Go back?"

		"Tonight." Willa squeezed hand tighter. "Together?"

		Imogen nodded, but tugged her closer instead, lips brushing ear. "After.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 25

		

		The Official Recognition

		

		

		Imogen's breath ghosted Willa's collarbone. She lingered there, body heavy against her, skin sticking where sweat pooled at the small of her back. Willa traced the dip of her spine with one knuckle, up and down, until Imogen shivered. "Shower first," Imogen said. She peeled away, grabbing her shirt from the railing. Fabric caught on a rough spot in the metal, ripping a loose thread. Willa watched her dress, cock still half-hard against her thigh, cooling in the breeze off the city. She tugged up her own jeans, zipper catching halfway. Fuck. She yanked harder, metal teeth grinding. They moved inside without towels. Loft bathroom steamed quick under hot water, tile slick under feet. Imogen soaped her shoulders first, thumbs digging knots from the fight. Willa returned it, palms sliding over generous hips, rinsing clean. No rush. Just bodies fitting easy now. Dry clothes waited on the bed. Black tank for Willa, jeans stiff from the dryer. Imogen pulled on a hoodie, hood bunching at her neck. They grabbed keys from the kitchen counter, Willa's phone buzzing again on the way out. Arena text: Office now. Vargas waiting. Harley rumbled to life in the underground garage, exhaust echoing off concrete pillars. Willa straddled the seat, Imogen behind her, arms looped loose around waist. Throttle twisted smooth through downtown streets, sodium lamps streaking yellow over asphalt. Traffic thinned past midnight, just cabs and the occasional Prius weaving lanes. Arena lot packed with stragglers, bass thumping from a lowrider idling near the chain-link fence. Willa killed the engine by the back door, chain rattling as she locked the bike. Imogen's hand brushed her elbow on the way in, casual, like they'd done this a thousand nights. Office sat down the hall from the cages, door propped with a milk crate. Fluorescent buzzed overhead, casting long shadows on faded fight posters: 2019 card, some nobody versus Tito Reyes. Air smelled like old coffee and bleach, desk buried under clipboards and a half-eaten In-N-Out wrapper. Elena Voss leaned against the wall, arms crossed, black polo stretched over her shoulders. She nodded once, eyes flicking between them. Raul Vargas slouched in a plastic chair, suit rumpled, knuckles bruised purple from whatever rage he'd nursed post-loss. Two officials in cheap ties hovered by the desk, one fat-fingering a stapler, the other sliding papers across scarred laminate. "Willa," the balding one said. He tapped the stack. "Title confirmed. Clean win. Refs reviewed tape."

		She stepped forward, Imogen at her side, close enough their hips bumped. Willa scanned the docs: belt certification, payout stub, and the thick envelope underneath. Legal transfers. All claims dissolved. Her thumb creased the corner as she initialed. Raul shifted, chair creaking. "This bullshit ends here?"

		Balding official cleared his throat. "Signed or banned, Vargas. Full dissolution. No more bets, no prizes. Scene's done with you."

		He shoved a pen across. Raul's jaw worked side to side, spit pooling at the corner of his mouth. He snatched it, scrawling his name jagged on three copies. Ink bled through the paper. "Fuck all of you."

		"Out," the other official said. Flat. No room. Raul stood, knocking the chair back. It skidded into the wall with a crack. He glared at Imogen, then Willa, eyes narrow under heavy brows. "Enjoy it while it lasts."

		Elena blocked the door without moving much, just widening her stance. Raul shouldered past, muttering Spanish under his breath. Door slammed behind him, crate tumbling. Room went quiet except the hum. Balding official gathered papers, sliding the envelope to Willa. "All yours. Congrats, champ."

		They filed out quick, thanks mumbled. Willa tucked the envelope inside her jacket, weight solid against ribs. Hallway empty now, cages dark through the glassed-in lobby, mats stained with tonight's blood. Elena hung back by the vending machine, fishing quarters from her pocket. "Corner spot's open permanent if you want it. Refs cleared me last week."

		Willa paused, Imogen's fingers grazing her wrist. "You in?"

		Elena slotted a quarter, Dr Pepper clunking down. She cracked it open, fizz sharp in the still air. "Yeah. Watched you two tonight. Balcony, then here. Not the same fighters from six months back."

		Imogen snorted soft. "Isolated how?"

		Elena took a swig, aluminum denting under her grip. "You scrapped solo. Willa owned everything in reach, Imogen bit back twice as hard. Now?" She jerked her chin at their hands, brushing casual. "Partners. Real ones. No cage bullshit holding it."

		Willa's throat clicked dry. She swallowed, tasting salt from the fight still. Elena's words landed like a body shot, not hard but deep. Back when she'd first seen Imogen in Raul's lineup, all fire under that narrow waist, Willa figured prize meant chain. Lock it down before it burned out. Betrayal scar itched under her ribs, the one from Jess dumping her mid-title run, whispering someone else's name in the loft sheets. Possession kept shit simple. No cracks. Now Imogen stood there, hoodie zipped crooked, split lip scabbed over, and Willa wanted her unpacked. Messy talks on balconies, hands choosing instead of grabbing. Fear twisted low in her gut, the kind that made her veined forearms flex without reason. "Partners," Willa said. Tested it. Elena crushed the can one-handed, tossing it in the bin. Rim clanged. "Damn right. Training starts dawn tomorrow. Kitchen routine after?"

		Imogen nodded. "Coffee black. You know."

		Elena clapped Willa's shoulder, gone down the hall toward the lockers. Footsteps faded. They walked out alone, night air cooler now, lot emptying. Harley waited under a flickering bulb. Willa swung a leg over, Imogen settling behind, chin hooking her shoulder. Engine growled alive, cutting through empty streets back to the loft. Elevator dinged at their floor. Door clicked shut behind them, envelope dumped on the kitchen island next to a bag of day-old bagels. Imogen kicked off boots by the couch, toes curling into rug fibers. Willa unzipped her jacket, papers spilling flat. Title deed gleamed under the under-cabinet light, gold emboss catching the edge. She traced the seal with her thumb. Imogen leaned in from behind, arms circling waist, chin on shoulder. Breath warmed her neck. "Changed," Imogen murmured. Willa turned in the hold, hands settling on hips. Generous curves under palms, familiar now without the edge. "Yeah."

		Kitchen clock ticked past two. Willa flicked off the light, guiding her toward the bedroom. Sheets still rumpled from earlier. They stripped slow, clothes pooling on hardwood. Imogen slid under first, pulling her down. Legs tangled, thick thighs pressing close, heart-shaped mark brushing skin. Sleep came heavy, envelope waiting on the counter. Dawn light sliced blinds, gray over the city. Willa stirred, arm numb under Imogen's neck. Coffee pot gurgled in the kitchen, scent drifting. Elena's voice filtered low through the door, something about protein shakes. Imogen mumbled, rolling closer, hand splaying flat over Willa's stomach.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 26

		

		The Morning Routine

		

		

		Her palm flattened harder against the warm skin of Willa's stomach, thumb hooking idly into the elastic waistband of her boxers. The gurgle from the kitchen cut sharper now, steam hissing against glass. Elena's voice carried clearer too, low and gravelly over the clink of a spoon against a shaker bottle. "Double scoop whey in yours, yeah? Vanilla or that chocolate shit you pretend ain't flavored?"

		Imogen peeled her eyes open. Sheet stuck to her calf where sweat had dried overnight. She rolled off the mattress edge, bare feet hitting cool hardwood. Willa grunted behind her, mattress springs creaking as she pushed up on one elbow. Red streak in her dark hair caught the slant of dawn light slicing the blinds, tousled flat on one side. Kitchen first. Always. Imogen padded down the hall, linoleum chilly underfoot by the fridge. Calendar pinned there with a magnet shaped like a rusted dumbbell: October 17th, circled in Sharpie for some gym open mat Willa had scribbled weeks back. Fight night felt like last winter now, papers framed on the living room wall next to a faded poster of the old champion Willa had KO'd in '21. Elena stood at the island, broad back to her, pouring powder from a tub labeled Optimum Nutrition into two bottles. Plastic scooper scraped the sides. "Morning," Imogen said. She nudged past to the coffee maker, flipping the lid on the Folgers tub. Black granules stuck to the rim, clumping from humidity. Elena glanced over, gray ponytail swinging. "Protein's ready. Willa still snoring?"

		"Stirring." Imogen scooped grounds into the filter, tamped it flat with two fingers. Water reservoir sloshed half-empty; she topped it from the sink pitcher, Brita filter stained brown at the bottom. Machine beeped, starting its drip. Willa shuffled in two minutes later, veined forearms flexing as she rubbed sleep from her eyes. Tank top rode up her V-cut abs, boxer briefs low on hips. She grabbed one of the shaker bottles, chugged half without looking. Whey foam clung to her upper lip. "Vanilla. Cheers."

		Elena snorted, capping her own. "Dawn session in twenty. You two syncing or what? Loft's turning into a hotel."

		Imogen poured her mug first, steam curling thick. Black, no cream. The ceramic edge chipped from that drop last month, right after they hung the frame. She sipped, bitter bite scalding her tongue. Willa leaned on the island, bottle dangling from loose fingers. "Im syncing fine. You hitting pads before or after?"

		"Before. Always." Elena rinsed the scooper under faucet spray. Water drummed the stainless sink. "You know my flow. Six a.m. sharp, or traffic eats Figueroa."

		Willa set the bottle down, cap clacking plastic on granite. Her jaw worked side to side, like she chewed on words first. "Yeah, well. Imogen's on later lifts. We talked it."

		Imogen set her mug by the toaster, slots still dark from yesterday's English muffins. She pulled the bagel bag from the fridge door, twisting the wire tie loose. "Not later. Just ten. Gym's dead then. No lines for squats."

		Elena dried her hands on a dish towel printed with LA skyline, faded from too many washes. Hung it on the oven handle. "Ten? Streets clog by eight. You'll burn gas idling."

		Willa crossed her arms, shoulders rolling forward. Forearms corded tight. "She drives the Civic. Toll lanes."

		Imogen sliced a bagel on the cutting board, knife teeth rasping sesame seeds. Steam rose from the cut, yeasty and warm. "Civic's fine. And dawn's brutal. Body temp's low, lifts suck."

		"Body adapts." Elena shouldered her gym bag from the stool, zipper rattling protein bars inside. "You two hash it or drag?"

		Willa's foot tapped the linoleum, big toe curling against the grain. "Hashing. Partners do that."

		Imogen plated the bagel halves, sliding it toward Willa. Knife back in the block, she gripped the counter edge instead, pinky nail digging into a soft spot in the sealant. "No drag. Just facts. My quads peak midday. Yours dawn. We stagger, cover gear."

		Elena zipped the bag shut, slung it cross-body. Nodded once, slow. "Stagger works. Seen it." She clapped Willa's bicep, squeeze firm. "Text if you bail. Pads wait for no one." Door to the hall clicked open, then shut. Stairs thudded under her boots, fading toward the garage. Silence dropped, thick as the coffee steam settling. Willa picked at the bagel edge, tearing a strip free. Chewed slow, eyes on the crumbs scattering granite. Imogen watched the flecks stick to Willa's thumb, then drop. "You hate dawn," Willa said finally. Voice flat, testing. "Don't hate." Imogen took her mug again, both hands wrapping the heat. Porcelain warmed her palms. "Just don't love. Like you don't love my ten a.m. traffic podcasts."

		Willa's mouth quirked, half-smile. "NPR drones. Yeah."

		Imogen set the mug down, stepped close. Her hip bumped Willa's thigh, thick muscle unyielding. She traced the vein forking down Willa's forearm, skin pebbled from the chill. "We could alternate. One dawn, one ten. Gear ready either way."

		Willa caught her fingers, held them against the pulse jumping there. Thready, quick. "Alternate means solo sometimes. Loft empty."

		"Empty's fine." Imogen squeezed back, nails pressing crescents. "You cornered solo plenty."

		"Not the point." Willa released, turned to rinse her shaker. Faucet roared, sudsing the whey rings. She shut it abrupt, droplets spraying the backsplash tile. "Point's us. Sticking."

		Imogen chewed the inside of her cheek, salt bursting where skin split tiny. She leaned on the island opposite, elbows bracketing her own mug. "Sticking how? Schedules ain't chains."

		Willa dried the bottle on the towel, movements precise. Folded it exact, draped back on the handle. "Schedules are habit. Habits build walls. You know that."

		Imogen nodded, slow. Picked up a bagel half, sesame seeds pricking her thumb. Bit in, crust crunching uneven. Chew turned to swallow stuck halfway. She chased it with coffee, gulp burning down. "Walls from before. Raul's shit. Not this."

		Willa's eyes flicked to the calendar, date circled bold. Back to her. "Before bleeds. I wake alone some days. Feels like you ghosted. Like her."

		Imogen's fork hovered over the peanut butter jar, lid half-twisted from last use. Skippy Natural, oil slicked on top. She scraped a knife through, glob thick and sticky. "Her" hung there. Willa's ex, the betrayal scar. Never named anymore. "I don't ghost. Loft's home."

		"Home till family calls." Willa grabbed her bagel, bit deep. Chewed facing the window, city haze smudging the high-rises. "Your void. Fills someday."

		Imogen spread the peanut butter, knife rasping glass. Smooth uneven, dripping back. Her thigh brushed Willa's under the island, heart-shaped mark itching against denim seam. "Void's mine. Doesn't pull me."

		Willa swallowed, throat working. Set the plate down precise, aligned with the granite seam. "Pulls quiet. Like my dawn fear. You skip one, then two. Ten becomes noon. Loft's half-empty."

		Imogen capped the jar, twist tight. Set it back in the door rack, bottles clinking. "Half-empty's still half-full. We fill it nights."

		Willa turned full now, broad shoulders blocking the window light. Hand settled on Imogen's hip, thumb hooking belt loop. Pulled close, noses inches. Breath smelled of vanilla whey. "Nights ain't enough. Fears stick daytime."

		Imogen's hand lifted, cupped Willa's jaw. Stubble rasped her palm, days growth soft at edges. "My fear too. You train dawn solo, I wake to sheets cold. Like you bolted after sweat dries. Like family did."

		Willa's exhale fanned her lips. Fingers tightened on the loop, denim creaking. "Bolted?"

		"Feels it sometimes." Imogen's thumb traced Willa's lower lip, dry from chugging. "Dawn leaves me flat. Like rejection replay."

		Willa nodded into the touch, eyes steady. "Name it then. Every time."

		"Every time." Imogen leaned in, foreheads bumping. "Dawn yours. Ten mine. Text from the lot. 'Gear's set.'"

		" 'Cold sheets suck.' " Willa mimicked, voice pitched light. Pulled her closer, free hand splaying low back. "Gear's set. Always."

		Coffee machine beeped final drip. Imogen broke first, twisting to pour Willa's mug. Black, handed over handle-first. Steam curled between them. "Deal."

		Willa sipped, winced at heat. Set it by her plate. "Deal." She tore another bagel strip, offered half. Imogen took it, fingers brushing knuckles. They ate standing, elbows knocking island edge. Crumbs multiplied, swept later. Clock ticked to 5:47. Willa's phone buzzed on the counter, gym reminder chime. She silenced it thumb-swipe. Imogen glanced at her own, screen dark by the toaster. Battery icon blinked low. Charger cord frayed at the plug, white rubber peeled back. Family number sat there, uncalled since the papers. Void twisted, familiar hollow under ribs. Not now. Willa rinsed plates side-by-side, sponge squeaking foam. "Elena'll rag if we late."

		"Blame traffic." Imogen hip-checked her, suds flicking shirt hem. Willa flicked water back, droplets beading Imogen's collarbone. Laughed low. "Partners cover."

		Dish rack dripped steady. Sun crested higher, glare hitting the fridge handle chrome. Imogen dried her hands, tugged Willa's tank strap straight. "Cover."

		Willa's arm slung her shoulders, weight solid. Pulled toward the door. Gym bags waited by the couch, zippers gaping protein bars and wraps. Phone charger stayed put. Screen dark. Imogen grabbed hers on the way, slipping it pocket-deep. "Text from the lot?"

		Willa nodded, boots lacing by the entry rug. "Gear's set."

		They stepped out, door clicking lock behind. Elevator hummed down. Three months stacked like that. Mornings blurred routine, but today's words stuck heavier. Loft echoed empty on the ride down, but fuller somehow. Civic keys jingled in Willa's fist. "You drive?"

		Imogen snatched them mid-air. "Ten a.m. rules."

		Engine turned over rough in the garage, exhaust tang faint. Willa buckled in, forearm draping the console. Imogen shifted gear, pulling onto Figueroa slow. Dawn traffic crawled already, brake lights smearing red. Willa's fingers drummed the window sill, rhythm off. "Fears named. Stays?"

		Imogen merged lane, signal ticking. "Stays." Glanced side-eye. Red streak caught sun. "Yours?"

		"Stays." Willa squeezed her thigh, grip firm over the mark. "Loft waits."

		Gym lot filled half, Elena's truck nose-in by the chain-link. Imogen parked crooked beside it, e-brake ratcheting. Bags hauled out, straps digging shoulders. Inside, pads thumped distant. Elena waved from the ring apron, gloves laced. Willa bumped Imogen's hip. "Gear's set."

		Imogen nodded, pushing through the heavy door. "Cold sheets suck."

		Elena tossed wraps her way. "Staggered?"

		"Staggered," Willa said. Morning stretched, punches landing solid. Back home that night, loft lights low. Imogen toed off sneakers by the couch, phone heavy in pocket. Screen glowed unlocked now, family contact thumbed open. Void pulled sharper. Willa showered first, steam rolling hall. Imogen sat island stool, dialing slow. Ring tone buzzed ear. "Hello?" Mother's voice, tinny through speaker.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 27

		

		The Forgiveness Bridge

		

		

		Willa toweled her hair rough in the hall doorway, steam still clinging to her shoulders. Kitchen light spilled yellow across the tile, catching the phone pressed to Imogen's ear. Island stool creaked under her weight. Mother's voice crackled thin. Willa stayed put, arms crossed loose over her tank. Water dripped from one curl onto the wood frame, ticking soft. "Yeah, it's me." Imogen's thumb traced the stool's edge, nail scraping faint. Pause hung, receiver muffling a reply. "No, not calling for money or anything. Just... been thinking." Her knee bounced once, then stilled. Willa shifted foot to foot, bathmat fibers sticking between toes. Loft hummed quiet otherwise, fridge cycling low in the corner. Imogen leaned forward, elbows on granite. "Look, Mom. That stuff when I came out. The way you all cut me off." Voice dipped, not breaking. Willa caught the flex in her jaw, tendon pulling sharp. "I get it now. Scared you. Or whatever. But I'm forgiving that. All of it." Tinny protest leaked from the phone. Imogen shook her head slow. "No, listen. Not asking you to change. Just saying I'm done carrying it. You don't owe me calls or visits. This is me letting go."

		Willa's forearm vein twitched against her bicep. Imogen never talked family details, just the void shape. Now words spilled plain, no hooks. Mother's voice pitched higher, words blurring into static. Imogen cut in. "Dad there? Put him on." Hand gripped the phone tighter, knuckles paling. Willa peeled the towel from her neck, cloth damp and heavy. Air conditioner kicked on, vents rattling overhead. Seconds stretched. Deeper voice rumbled through. Imogen straightened. "Dad. Same as Mom. Forgiving the silence. The door slam that night." Her free hand pressed flat to the counter, fingers splaying wide. "Not mad anymore. That's it." Reply grunted short. Imogen nodded to empty air. "Yeah. Take care." She thumbed end call before echo died. Screen dimmed black. Stool scraped as she slid off, phone clunking beside the salt grinder. Willa pushed off the frame, floor cool under bare feet. Imogen turned, eyes red-rimmed but dry. No collapse. Just stood there, shoulders square. "Heard that?" Imogen asked, voice steady. Willa nodded once, tossing the towel over a chair back. It landed crooked, one end dragging the cushion. "Whole thing." She crossed arms again, this time loose. Imogen's tank rode up from the lean, showing the dip of waist. Birthmark peeked higher on thigh when she shifted. Willa kept gaze level. "No angle there. Pure risk."

		Imogen shrugged, grabbing a glass from the drainer. Faucet twisted, water rushing cold. "Felt right. Tonight." She drank half, droplets beading the rim. Wiped mouth with wrist. "Void's gone now. Or lighter."

		Willa watched the swallow work her throat. Her own pulse sat heavy in wrists. Three months since the cage, since papers shredded the bet. Partnership papers now, gym shares inked last week. But this? Imogen dialing rejection cold, no win attached. Willa's betrayal scar itched under skin, the old one from Jax. Fear clawed quiet. What if Imogen fixed her gaps and saw Willa's clear? "Come here." Willa uncrossed arms, palm up. Imogen set glass down, steps short across tile. Fingers laced solid, Imogen's calluses rough from pads. Willa tugged her close, foreheads bumping light. "That took guts. Real kind."

		Imogen's breath ghosted her collarbone. "Scared me stupid. Voice shook inside." Free hand rested on Willa's hip, thumb circling denim seam. Loft clock ticked from the wall, second hand jerking. Outside, Figueroa horns blared distant, tires hissing wet from afternoon rain. Willa slid hand to Imogen's nape, hair damp from loft humidity. "Heard the strength though. No begging." Pulled back enough to scan face. Cheek twitched faint, like holding a laugh or grimace. "Family ghosts don't fight back easy."

		"They fought." Imogen's mouth quirked one side. "Mom cried. Dad grunted. Same script." She stepped into space, bodies aligning chest to thigh. Willa's tank hem caught on Imogen's belt buckle, fabric tugging. "Your turn sometime? That betrayal thing."

		Willa's grip tightened fraction. Air thickened with fridge hum. "Not tonight." Thumb stroked Imogen's neck pulse, steady thump. "You built something here. Bridge or whatever." Words landed awkward, but true. Imogen's eyes held hers, no flinch. "Stay and watch?" Imogen asked, voice low. Not pushing. Willa nodded, releasing slow. Imogen turned back to counter, snagging her phone again. Scrolled contacts, thumb pausing on a sibling name. Willa leaned hip to island, arms folding casual. Screen glowed blue on Imogen's chin shadow. "Sis? Imogen." Ring cut quick. Sibling voice sharp. Imogen cut through. "Quick call. Forgiving the cutoff. That letter you sent. Done with it." Reply snapped back. Imogen's foot tapped tile once. "No, not needing anything. Just clearing air." Hung up same way, screen dark. Willa pushed off, grabbing two Gatorades from fridge door. Frosty bottles sweated in fist. Twisted caps, handed one over. "One more?"

		Imogen drank deep, throat working. "Yeah. Cousin last." Dialed again. Evening light slanted long through blinds, dust motes spinning lazy. Phone buzzed answer. "Hey, Mark. It's Imogen. About the family mess..." Voice flowed same, forgiveness plain. No cracks. Hung up, bottle clinking counter. Silence dropped heavy. Willa cracked her own Gatorade, fizz hissing sharp. Citrus tang bit nose. "All of 'em. In one go." Imogen nodded, leaning back to stool. Legs parted slight, thigh muscle flexing under shorts. Willa set bottle down, stepping between. Hands braced island edges, bracketing hips. "You didn't have to let me see." Willa's voice scraped low. Imogen's knees nudged her thighs, warm pressure. "Wanted to." Imogen's fingers drummed bottle label, peeling edge. "No secrets left. After the cage, the office. Fears in kitchen this morning." Head tilt caught red streak in Willa's hair, light glinting copper. "Your watch matters."

		Willa's forearms brushed Imogen's sides, veined skin taut. Loft vents whispered cool air down her back. "Changes things." Not question. Imogen's hand lifted, tracing Willa's jaw stubble faint from day growth. "Good change." Imogen pulled her down, lips brushing temple. "Deeper now. Like foundation poured."

		Willa exhaled nose, scent of Imogen's shampoo mixing steam residue. Fear twisted gut, but loose. No Jax echo tonight. Just this. "Bed?" she asked, straightening. Imogen slid off stool, grabbing her bottle. "Yeah." Followed Willa down hall, feet padding carpet. Bedroom door swung wide, sheets still rumpled from last night. Imogen flicked lamp on low, amber pooling on nightstand. Chargers tangled there, one cord frayed at plug. Willa peeled tank over head, cotton whispering floor. Bra clasp snapped free, landing beside. Imogen mirrored, shorts shimmying down thick legs. Birthmark stood stark in lamp glow, heart shape curved. They hit mattress same side, springs groaning tandem. Imogen rolled close, leg hooking Willa's calf. Skin stuck slight, day's sweat residue. "Thanks for doorway." Mouth grazed earlobe. Willa's arm slung heavy over waist, palm splaying hip bone. "Anytime." Fingers traced shorts waistband left behind, elastic snap. Imogen's breath evened slow, chest rising steady. Willa stared ceiling fan blades, lazy spin blurring edges. Minutes ticked. Imogen shifted, voice sleepy. "Tomorrow gym early?"

		Willa hummed. "Elena wants spar rounds." Hand drifted lower, cupping generous curve. Imogen pressed back, quiet sound escaping. Dark settled, city pulse faint through glass. Willa's thumb circled slow, fabric barrier thin. Imogen's thigh tensed, parting wider. Phone charger buzzed faint on table. Willa ignored it, grip firming. Imogen's hand covered hers, guiding pressure. Heat built steady, breaths syncing ragged. Doorway shadow stretched long from hall light left on. Willa hooked fingers under edge, tugging cotton aside. Imogen arched once, gasp catching. "Stay," Imogen murmured, nails digging forearm. Willa pressed in, knuckle deep. Wet heat clenched immediate. "Not going." Thrust shallow, thumb finding clit hood. Imogen's hips rolled up, meeting rhythm. Legs tangled thicker, calves locking. Willa's free hand pinned wrist above head, sheets bunching. Imogen bucked, free fingers clawing sheet threads. Pace quickened, slick sounds filling room. Imogen's breath hitched, "Harder." Willa obliged, curling fingers. G-spot drag pulled moan low. Climax hit Imogen sudden, walls pulsing grip. She shuddered, thigh quaking against Willa's side. Willa eased out slow, slick coating fingers. Brought to lips, taste sharp salt. Imogen panted, rolling atop. "My turn." Mouth claimed nipple, teeth grazing areola. Tongue flattened broad, circling peak till hard. Willa's back arched off mattress, fists bunching quilt. Imogen trailed south, nipping navel dent. Thighs spread wide, Willa's veined forearms flexing brace. Tongue parted folds direct, flat laps up center. Willa groaned ceilingward, hips lifting. Imogen sucked clit gentle pull, fingers sliding home two thick. Prostate no, but walls fluttered quick. Rhythm built, Imogen's nose bumping pubic bone. Willa’s hand fisted dark hair, red streak tangled. "Fuck, yes."

		Release coiled tight, snapping thighs clamp. Imogen rode it out, lapping spill. Pulled back, chin gleaming. Crawled up, kiss sharing flavor musk. Sheets twisted damp around ankles. They settled spooned, Imogen's ass nestled hip. Willa's arm draped possessive, palm cupping breast weight. Fan whirred on. Horn distant blared. Imogen's fingers traced Willa's knuckles. "Bridge holds?"

		Willa squeezed once. "Holds." Kissed shoulder blade. Sleep tugged heavy. Imogen twisted neck. "Dawn?"

		Willa nodded into pillow. "Dawn.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 28

		

		The Dawn Undressing

		

		

		Imogen's eyelids fluttered against the pale streak slipping past the blackout curtain's hem. The bedside clock on Willa's nightstand blinked 5:47, its red digits fuzzy until she blinked twice. Willa's breath puffed steady against the back of her neck, that arm slung loose now over her hip, fingers splayed open. The tank top Imogen had tugged on sometime after midnight clung damp to her ribs, cotton twisted from sleep shifts. She smelled the faint citrus of Willa's shampoo tangled in the pillow fibers, mixed with the salt linger of their skin. Willa shifted first. Her palm flattened deliberate against Imogen's stomach, thumb circling the hem of the tank top. "Hey," she said, voice gravel from sleep. Lips brushed Imogen's shoulder, dry at first, then wet as tongue tip flicked out. Imogen twisted her neck, caught Willa's mouth sideways. The kiss slanted clumsy, teeth bumping before tongues met slick. Willa's hand slid up under the cotton, bunching it slow, knuckles grazing the underside curve of her breast. Imogen arched into it, one leg hooking back over Willa's calf. The sheet dragged down to their knees with the movement, cool air hitting thighs. Willa broke the kiss, propped on elbow. Her eyes tracked down Imogen's body like she was mapping a route. Fingers caught the tank top's lower edge proper, tugged it inch by inch up her torso. Imogen lifted her arms without a word, let the fabric peel away sticky from underarms. Willa balled it one-handed, tossed it toward the hamper in the corner. It missed, landed on the hardwood with a soft flop beside last night's water glass. Naked now except panties, Imogen rolled flat on her back. Willa leaned in, mouth finding the dip above her collarbone first. Kiss open-mouthed, suction light enough to pull skin taut without marking. Tongue traced the bone ridge, then down to the swell between breasts. Imogen's nipples tightened in the draft from the ceiling fan, the one with the wobbly blade that clicked every third rotation. Willa noticed, circled one peak with her tongue flat and broad, saliva cooling quick. Lower. Willa's lips dragged a wet path over ribs, pausing to suck the soft spot above her navel. Imogen's fingers threaded into Willa's hair, that red streak catching the strengthening light like a fresh bruise. Willa hooked thumbs into Imogen's panties waistband, eased them down over hips. The elastic caught brief on the birthmark's outer curve, high inner thigh, heart shape stark against pale skin. Willa paused there, knees nudging Imogen's legs apart. She kissed the mark deliberate, tongue pressing flat into the center, then outlining each lobe slow. Imogen's breath snagged. Heat pooled low, thighs flexing. "There," she said, voice pitched rough. Willa hummed agreement, lips vibrating skin. She dragged the panties the rest of the way off, flinging them after the tank top. Imogen fully bare now, legs splayed natural. Willa's mouth continued south anyway, kissing the crease where thigh met groin, teeth grazing faint. Then up, skipping direct to the other breast. Sucked the nipple harder this round, hand cupping the weight, thumb flicking the wet peak. Imogen sat up partial, palms shoving at Willa's shoulders. "Your turn." She pushed until Willa flopped back against the pillows, that V-line of torso flexing as abs engaged. Imogen straddled one thigh, leaned down. Willa's nipples stood dark and peaked already, areolas puckered from chill. Imogen latched on to the left one, tongue laving circles wide before pinching between lips. Willa groaned low, veined forearm coming up to brace the headboard slat, wood creaking under grip. She spent time there, minutes maybe. Sucked until the skin around it glistened, then switched sides. Teeth tugged gentle on the right peak, rolling it careful. Willa's free hand found Imogen's ass, kneading the meat of it, pulling her tighter against the thigh muscle. Imogen ground down once, clit bumping quad hardness, slick already smearing. Trailed lower. Tongue dipped into Willa's navel, swirling the shallow dent. Followed the V down, hair coarse under her chin. Willa's legs fell wider, heels digging mattress. Imogen settled between, elbows hooked under thighs to spread further. She blew cool across the folds first, watching them twitch. Then licked up the center, flat tongue from perineum to clit hood. Taste sharp, arousal thick on her lips. Willa's hips jerked up. "Flat like that. Yeah." Fingers fisted the sheet by her hip. Imogen obliged, laps steady and broad, nose bumping pubic bone on downstrokes. Clit swelled under the pressure, peeking from hood. She flattened harder, added suction on upstrokes, pulling it between lips. Willa's breaths shortened, thighs quivering against Imogen's shoulders. One hand dropped to her head, not pushing, just holding, thumb stroking temple. Enough. Imogen crawled up, kissed her deep, sharing the taste. Tongues slid messy. Willa rolled them sideways fluid, ended missionary with Imogen under. Their eyes held, inches apart, Willa's dark hair spilling fan across the pillow. She nudged knees wider with her own, cocking one leg high for leverage. Clit to clit first, grinding slow circles. Imogen's hips tilted up to match, pubic bones pressing. "Tighter," Imogen whispered, hands on Willa's ass, urging closer. Willa adjusted, thighs clamping, grinding deeper now. Rhythm built lazy, slick sounds wet between them. Sweat beaded in the hollow of Willa's throat; Imogen licked it off, salt sharp. Eyes stayed locked, breaths mingling hot. Willa's forearm braced beside Imogen's head, bicep bulging vein. Imogen scratched nails down her back, light enough for pink trails. "More pressure here," Willa said, shifting angle so clits dragged direct on each thrust. Imogen nodded into her neck, mouthed the pulse there. Sync perfect, hips rolling identical. Tension coiled low in Imogen's gut, breaths syncing ragged. Willa's forehead pressed hers, noses bumping. Side by side next. Willa rolled off partial, tugged Imogen to face her. Legs tangled knee to knee, panties long gone on both. Hands met between thighs mutual. Imogen's fingers slid first into Willa, two thick, walls clenching hot. Willa matched, curling inside Imogen knuckle deep. Rhythm mirrored, thrusts shallow then deep, thumbs circling clits in tandem. "Fuck, like that," Imogen gasped, free hand gripping Willa's wrist to guide depth. Willa's eyes squeezed half shut, lips parted on exhales. "You too. Curl up."

		They did, G-spot drags pulling moans alternate. Sweat slicked bellies where they pressed. Climax hit staggered but close; Willa's walls fluttered first, milking Imogen's fingers. Imogen chased, pulsing around the thrust, thighs clamping Willa's hand trapped. Waves dragged long, bodies shuddering in sync, breaths punching out. Eased fingers free slow, slick trails cooling on thighs. Willa sucked her own clean first, then Imogen's, tongue thorough. They kissed lazy after, flavors mixing again. Bodies slotted spoon natural, Imogen's back to Willa's front this time. Arm draped over, palm cupping hip bone. Fan clicked on. Outside, a car alarm whooped two blocks over, cut abrupt. Imogen traced the veins on Willa's forearm, content weight settling bones. Dawn strengthened, turning the curtain glow pinkish. Sheets bunched warm around calves. Willa nuzzled her ear. "Coffee?"

		Imogen twisted, pecked her chin. "In a minute." Hand slid back to squeeze Willa's thigh.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 29

		

		The Kitchen Experiment

		

		

		Imogen's fingers dug into the muscle of Willa's thigh one last squeeze before she rolled away. Sheets stuck brief to sweat-damp skin. She swung her legs over the bed edge, toes curling against the hardwood. Willa groaned low behind her, mattress shifting as she pushed up too. "You weren't kidding about that minute," Willa said, voice gravel from sleep. Imogen grabbed the first shirt off the floor, Willa's, gray cotton with a faded Octagon Fight Club logo stretched across the back. It hung loose on her shoulders, hem brushing mid-thigh. Willa yanked on boxers, the elastic snapping against her hip bone. Kitchen waited down the hall, sunlight slanting sharp through the loft's floor-to-ceiling windows. Coffee maker hummed already on the quartz counter, black brew dripping into the glass carafe. Imogen yanked open the cabinet above, stretching for the blue Fiesta mug on the top shelf. Her shirt rode up, air cool on bare ass. Footsteps padded close. Willa's palms landed flat on the counter to either side of Imogen's hips, body pressing flush from behind. Heat radiated off her chest through the thin boxers. Imogen's mug clinked forgotten against the shelf. "Smells good," Willa muttered, nose bumping the nape of Imogen's neck. Her breath puffed hot there, lips grazing the knob of her spine. Imogen arched back instinctive, ass nestling into Willa's crotch. Fabric barrier thin. Willa's hips rolled forward once, slow grind. Imogen's breath hitched, mug tumbling to the counter with a thud. She gripped the edge, knuckles paling. Willa's hands slid under the shirt hem, thumbs stroking the crease where thigh met hip. "You gonna pour that or what?" Willa asked, teeth nipping her earlobe. Imogen twisted half, caught Willa's mouth in a sloppy kiss, tongues tangling coffee-bitter. Laughter bubbled up first in her chest, spilling out when Willa boosted her onto the counter proper. Mug skidded safe. Legs spread wide, shirt bunching at her waist. Willa stepped between, boxers tented slight at the front. Her veined forearms flexed as she yanked open the fridge door two feet away. Cold air whooshed out, ruffling the hem of Imogen's borrowed shirt. Willa rummaged blind, elbow bumping the milk carton. She emerged with the glass dildo they'd impulse-bought at that Silver Lake shop last month, smooth and heavy, condensation beading the surface from the crisper drawer. Imogen snorted. "Fridge? Really?" Willa grinned wolfish, red streak in her hair catching the light like fresh blood. She dropped to her knees, broad shoulders shoving Imogen's thighs wider. Rough tile bit into Willa's knees, but she ignored. Mouth latched direct onto Imogen's clit, suction firm and sudden. Imogen's head thunked back against the cabinet, a yelp turning to a moan. Tongue flicked flat and broad, circling the nub swollen already. Then the dildo's tip nudged her entrance, chilled glass kissing slick folds. Imogen gasped sharp, hips jerking up. "Fuck, that's cold!"

		Willa hummed vibration against her clit, pushing in anyway. Inch by inch, the frozen rod stretched her walls, shock of temperature pulling a involuntary clench. Imogen's laugh burst free, high and surprised, echoing off the stainless steel fridge. "Shit, pull it out, it's like ice!" Willa didn't, twisting it slow instead, glass warming quick inside her heat. She sucked harder, cheeks hollowing, one hand bracing Imogen's thigh high, thumb pressing the heart-shaped birthmark there. Imogen's fingers knotted in Willa's dark hair, tugging the red streak like a leash. Cold melted to slick glide, thrusts picking up rhythm. Her walls fluttered around the fullness, clit throbbing under the pull of Willa's mouth. Laughter faded to pants, counter edge digging into her ass cheeks. Willa popped off with a wet smack, glass sliding free halfway. "Too much?" Imogen shook her head, yanked her back down by the hair. "No, keep fucking going." Willa plunged it deep again, angle new from below, hitting that spot inside that made Imogen's toes curl against Willa's back. Kitchen filled with slick sounds, the drip of the coffee maker punctuating each thrust. Imogen's thighs quivered, generous hips rocking to meet it. Enough. Imogen hooked a leg over Willa's shoulder, shoved her back gentle but firm. Willa rose laughing, wiping her mouth on her forearm. Imogen slid off the counter, feet slapping cold tile. She spun Willa around by the hips, boxers shoved to mid-thigh in one yank. Willa's ass flexed under her palms, muscled and firm. Imogen pressed close, tits flattening to her back, one hand snaking around to palm Willa's clit. Fingers parted wet folds, two sliding knuckle-deep into tight heat. Willa braced palms flat on the counter, head dropping forward. "Yeah," she grunted, pushing back. Counter height all wrong though. Willa stood too tall, Imogen's wrist strained at the awkward angle. Thrusts came choppy, elbow bumping the carafe. Willa barked a laugh first, the jolt making her walls clamp Imogen's fingers. "Bend your damn knees," Imogen said, breathless, free hand slapping Willa's ass light. Willa did, dipping low, V-torso flexing. Better now, fingers curling up to drag against the front wall. Thumb mashed Willa's clit in circles, slick coating her palm. Willa ground back fluid, hips snapping. "Faster," she demanded, voice pitching up. Imogen obliged, arm burning, laughter mixing with their moans when Willa's elbow knocked the mug again, coffee sloshing black over the rim. "Fuck this counter," Willa gasped, half-turning. They tumbled sideways together, a tangle of limbs hitting the floor. Tile shocked cold against Imogen's knees first, then her palms as she caught herself. Willa sprawled on her back, boxers kicked off somewhere under the table. Legs splayed wide, chest heaving. Imogen straddled her face reverse, knees bracketing Willa's ears. She lowered slow, Willa's tongue spearing up into her folds immediate. Hot and eager, lapping broad from clit to entrance. Imogen rocked forward, grinding down, hands braced on Willa's thighs for leverage. Thick muscle jumped under her palms. Willa's hands gripped her ass cheeks, spreading them wider, tongue thrusting deep. Imogen rode it, nose bumping Willa's clit each forward pitch. She licked in retaliation, stiff tongue on the nub. Both groaned vibration. Floor grates rough against Imogen's shins, coffee scent thick now from the overflowing mug. Swap came natural. Imogen twisted around, planting her pussy direct on Willa's mouth. Willa sucked hard, nose buried in her folds. Imogen leaned forward, sucking Willa's clit between her teeth gentle. Fingers plunged back in, three this time, stretching. Willa's hips bucked wild, muffled laugh humming against Imogen's core. "Thigh," Willa mumbled into her, popping free a second. Imogen shifted up, swinging a leg over. Willa straddled it proper, thick legs clamping Imogen's thigh like a vice. She ground down hard, clit dragging friction over muscle and bone. Imogen bucked up to meet, hands on Willa's hips steering the pressure. Faces inches apart now, breaths punching hot. Willa's red streak stuck to her forehead in sweat. Giggles started when Willa's knee slipped on tile, sliding wide. "Slippery fucker," she wheezed, righting herself. Imogen laughed too, the jolt spiking pleasure low. Grind picked up frantic, skin slapping skin. Willa's walls clenched phantom around nothing, clit swollen and slick against the flex of Imogen's quad. "Come on," Imogen urged, nails scraping Willa's hip bones. Willa nodded frantic, forehead bumping hers. Climax ripped through Willa first, thighs locking rigid, a choked yell into Imogen's neck. Wet heat flooded Imogen's thigh, pulses grinding erratic. Imogen chased, Willa's mouth back on her clit desperate. Tongue flattened broad, lapping through the spasms. She shattered seconds later, thighs quaking, floor biting into her knees hard. Giggles trailed the moans, breathless and shared, bodies collapsing half on, half off each other. They lay there panting, limbs akimbo. Willa's arm flopped across Imogen's belly, fingers drumming lazy on the birthmark. Tile sucked heat from Imogen's skin, goosebumps rising. Coffee pooled dark near the table leg, the drip from the carafe steady now. Imogen poked Willa's bicep. "You flooded the floor." Willa cracked one eye, snorted. "Worth it. Grab the dildo, fridge melted the chill anyway."

		Imogen crawled for it under the counter, glass slick and warm now. She rinsed it quick in the sink, water rushing cold over her hands. Willa pushed up on elbows, boxers retrieved and tugged crooked. "Pour that coffee before it crusts the mug." Imogen did, handing over the blue one steaming. They sat cross-legged on the floor, backs to the cabinets, mugs cradled close. Steam curled up, cutting the sex-salt air. Willa blew across hers, took a sip, winced. "Burnt already."

		Imogen sipped too, bitter on her tongue. Her thigh ached good where Willa's slick still cooled tacky. She traced the vein popping on Willa's forearm again, same as in bed. "Elena's coming by later, right? Rooftop thing." Willa nodded, red streak drying frizzed. "Yeah, around eleven. Said she'd bring those bagels from Langer's." Imogen hummed, leaning her shoulder into Willa's. Kitchen clock ticked loud over the hum of traffic outside, eight forty-three glaring red digits. Willa set her mug down, wiped a coffee dribble from Imogen's chin with her thumb. Sucked it clean. "You wanna practice those vows or just wing it?" Imogen caught her wrist, held it there. Thumb still damp on her skin.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 30

		

		The Private Vow

		

		

		Imogen's fingers squeezed tighter around Willa's wrist, nail catching the edge of a scab from yesterday's bag work. Willa flexed her forearm, veins popping under the grip. The coffee in her mug had gone lukewarm, skin on top thickening like skim milk left out. She twisted her hand free, slow, thumb dragging across Imogen's palm on the way. "Practice," Imogen said, voice still rough from the floor. She released the wrist, picked up her mug instead. Drank deep, Adam's apple bobbing. Willa pushed to her feet, knees popping. Boxers hung crooked on her hips. She yanked them straight, stepped over the coffee puddle toward the fridge. Door hummed open, cold air raising the hairs on her shins. Grabbed a rag from the freezer drawer, the kind with the frayed blue edge from too many spills. Tossed it onto the wet tile. "Wipe that before it stains."

		Imogen crawled after it on hands and knees, ass flexing as she scrubbed in circles. Willa watched the birthmark shift with the motion, red heart smudged from earlier sweat. She turned away, rinsed her mug in the sink. Water splashed up, wetting the front of her tank. Clock blinked nine-oh-two now. Two hours till Elena. They moved like that through the morning, bodies loose from the sex. Willa showered first, steam fogging the glass, loofah scraping salt from between her toes. Imogen took her turn after, door cracked so water drummed audible through the loft. Willa pulled on jeans, the black Levi's with the rip at one knee, and a faded Everlast tee that smelled like Gain from the hamper. Braided her hair loose, red streak twisting in with the dark. By ten-thirty, Imogen emerged in cutoff shorts and a tank that clung damp to her hips, towel-rubbing her curls till they frizzed. "Bagels soon," Willa said, lacing her boots by the couch. Leather creaked under her fingers. Imogen nodded, grabbed the spiral notebook from the coffee table. Pages dog-eared, pencil marks smudged where they'd jotted vow scraps last week. She flipped it open, read aloud in that steady voice. "'From cage to this.' Fits?"

		Willa snorted, tied the second boot double-knotted. "Yeah. Short."

		They climbed the loft's interior stairs together, Imogen a step ahead, thick calves bunching. Trapdoor at the top stuck like always; Willa shouldered it open, hinges groaning. Sun hit hard, LA sprawl baking below. Rooftop garden sprawled twenty by twenty, succulents in rusted tins along the rail, jasmine vines clawing up chain-link fencing. Breeze cut the heat, carrying exhaust from the 101. Potted Meyer lemon tree dropped a petal onto the flagstone path, yellow curl sticking to dew. Willa dragged over the Adirondack chairs, wood splinter rough under her palms. Two mismatched ones, blue paint flaking on hers. Imogen set the notebook on the low table between, a slab of reclaimed plywood scarred from beer rings. They sat, knees knocking the edge. Willa picked at a hangnail on her thumb, skin splitting white. Below, a helicopter chopped east toward Dodger Stadium, blades whup-whup fading. Nine fifty-eight. Elena texted: Five min, traffic on Fig. Imogen traced the table scar with her pinky. "Nervous?"

		Willa shrugged one shoulder. "Nah. Voss knows the deal." She did know, Elena Voss from the old circuit days, cornrows and a knee tattoo of a coiled rattler. Witnessed enough bets and beatdowns to get why this mattered. No rings, no papers, just words under sky. Willa's stomach twisted anyway, like before a title fight. She cracked her knuckles, pops echoing off the AC unit. Elena arrived at eleven sharp, boots thudding up the stairs. Trapdoor banged open. She hauled a paper bag from Langer's, grease spotting the bottom. Smelled like everything bagels, onion sharp. Rattail swinging behind her ears. "Bitchin' view," she said, dumping the bag. Wore cargo pants and a tank top stretched over traps bulked from deadlifts. Rattler tattoo peeked above the waistband. Imogen stood, hugged her quick. Willa stayed seated, nodded. "Grab a chair."

		Elena dragged a third Adirondack over, wood scraping flagstone. Unwrapped a bagel, tore off a chunk. Seeds stuck to her teeth. "So. Vows. This the script?" She nodded at the notebook. Willa took a bagel too, cream cheese tub already out from last time. Knife scraped thick schmear. "Yeah. Short version." She chewed, salt bursting. Swallowed. "You good to witness?"

		Elena wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. "Hell yeah. Neutral party. Won't blab."

		Wind gusted, jasmine shaking loose petals onto the table. Imogen picked one up, twirled the stem between fingers. Willa watched her throat work another bite down. Clock on her phone hit eleven-ten. Time. She pushed her plate aside, chair legs grinding stone. Stood, jeans stiff at the knees. Imogen rose too, shorts riding up her thighs. They faced each other, rooftop edge framing the skyline, Hollywood sign a white smudge west. Elena leaned back, arms crossed, bagel forgotten. Willa cleared her throat. Words stuck first, gravelly. She licked her lips. "Imogen Kendrick." Full name hung heavy, like in the arena that first night. "I took you as prize. Locked the cage door behind. Possessed every inch." Her voice dropped, breeze snagging it. "Your legs wrapped my waist in sweat and blood. That birthmark branded under my tongue. No apologies for the claim." Paused, flexed her fists at sides. Imogen's eyes held steady, green flecked brown. "But now. Equal. Your hands own me back. Loft, fights, bed. All of it. Vow that."

		Imogen's chest rose slow. She stepped closer, gravel crunching under her bare feet. Heat off her skin cut the breeze. "Willa Upton." Voice even, no quiver. "You chained me first. Arena lights burned my skin while you stared down rivals for the bet. Took my body like territory." Fingers brushed Willa's veined forearm, light. "Hips grinding mine till I broke. Mouth claiming what was lost." Thumb pressed the pulse point. "No running from that start. But equal now. Your red streak in my fists at dawn. My thigh marking your jaw. Vow we build this life square. Partners."

		Willa's mouth went dry. Cotton thick. She grabbed Imogen's hand, laced fingers rough. Squeezed till knuckles blanched. "Square."

		"Square," Imogen echoed. Elena shifted in her chair, chair creak loud. "Solid. That's a vow." She stood, clapped Willa on the shoulder, palm callused. Then Imogen, hug lingering. "Bless this shit. From cages to rooftops. You two earned it." Grabbed her half-eaten bagel, nodded at the trapdoor. "Gym next? Hit me when you sign that lease."

		Willa nodded, throat tight. "Figueroa site. Upton-Kendrick Training. Week out."

		Elena grinned, teeth flashing. "Knew it. I'll scout gear deals." She dropped through the trapdoor, boots thudding down stairs. Door to the loft clicked shut below. Silence settled, breeze rattling lemon leaves. Willa didn't let go of Imogen's hand. Pulled her to the rail instead, city hum rising. Cars crawled the 10 like ants. "Details," she said. Voice low now, private. "Gym. Ten grand down on lease. Your name first alphabetical. Mats from that supplier in Van Nuys, the thick ones with the honeycomb core."

		Imogen leaned hip to hip, shoulder bumping Willa's. "Classes start basic. Footwork drills like yours, sweeps from my old trainer. No underground bullshit. Kids too, after school." Her free hand gripped the rail, chipped paint flaking under nails. "Loft stays home. No moves. Quiet nights, coffee on the floor sometimes."

		Willa barked a laugh. "Floor sex stays." Turned, pinned Imogen back to the chain-link. Fence rattled. Lips brushed her ear. "Vow includes that. Your tongue flat on me every morning."

		Imogen twisted, broad hand splaying Willa's lower back. Pushed till their pelvises locked. "And your fingers knuckle-deep when I ask." Heat built between denim, friction sparking. She nipped Willa's jaw, teeth grazing stubble. "Gym splits fifty-fifty. Profits to a joint account. Firstname dot lastname at gmail."

		Willa ground forward once, hard. Imogen's breath hitched, thigh muscle jumping. "Elena teaches weapons Thursday nights. Krav shit." She cupped the heart-shaped mark through shorts, thumb pressing. Fabric dampened under it. "Travel twice a year. Thailand camps. You pick dates."

		Imogen nodded against her neck, curls tickling. "Podcasts for commutes. Your voiceovers on footwork." Hips rolled back, teasing. "No more Vargas ghosts. Clean slate."

		Willa's forearm flexed, holding her steady. City baked below, heat waves shimmying off rooftops. Jasmine scent thickened, pollen sticking to sweat. "Slate." She kissed the corner of Imogen's mouth, salt lingering. Pulled back, eyes tracing the birthmark's edge where shorts rode high. Imogen's fingers dug into Willa's belt loops, tugged once. "One more. Birth control shots. Both. No accidents."

		Willa nodded, quick. "Shots." Hand slid up Imogen's tank, palm flat to narrow waist. Skin fever-hot. "Done."

		They stood there, clasped, skyline blurring. Breeze died, air going still. Willa spotted a hawk circling low over Echo Park Lake, wings slicing blue. Imogen followed her gaze, breath syncing. Thumb still circled the vein on Willa's arm, steady pulse under it. Phone buzzed on the table, Elena's text: Lease guy calls today? Imogen glanced over, then back. "Answer her."

		Willa didn't move. Kept her hand firm on the waist, fingers spanning hipbone. "Later.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 31

		

		The Red-Streaked Echo

		

		

		Imogen traced the vein one more loop, skin salt-slick under her thumb. The hawk dipped toward Echo Park Lake, talons tucked, gone behind a smog-hazed palm. Willa's phone kept buzzing on the glass table, Elena's name lighting the screen in pulses. Imogen shifted her weight, hip bone pressing into Willa's palm. "She's gonna keep at it till you pick up."

		Willa's fingers flexed once, nails scraping denim over the birthmark. "Fuck the lease guy. Five minutes." Her voice scraped low, like gravel under boot soles. She tilted her head, dark hair sliding loose from the tie, and there it caught. The red streak. Afternoon sun slanted through the trellis, hitting it square, turning the color almost wet, like fresh paint on a cage door. Imogen's gut twisted, quick and sharp. Arena night. Spotlights harsh overhead, blood matting Willa's brow, that streak screaming through the black like a warning flare. She'd stood there in the chain-link ring, legs locked, pulse slamming, Raul's laugh still ringing as Willa dragged her out by the wrist. Prize. The word had tasted like rust then. Now the streak hung there, lazy in the light, no sweat or fury behind it. Just Willa, breath steady against her temple, hand splayed easy on her waist. Imogen blinked hard, jasmine pollen itching her sinuses. No rust. No chain-link rattle. The rooftop hummed quiet, only distant Hollywood Freeway drone and a neighbor's AC unit kicking on two lofts over. Vargas's fighter in the dirt months back, Willa's knee driving his jaw sideways, that had scrubbed the ghosts. Clean slate, like they'd said. Her own legs felt solid under her now, thighs thick from drills, not trembling. "You staring at my hair?" Willa asked, not pulling back. Thumb dipped under Imogen's tank hem, circling navel skin. Imogen swallowed pollen grit. "Light's hitting it. Like that night." She didn't say arena. Didn't need to. Willa's forearm tensed, veins popping blue. "Yeah." Willa turned her chin, streak brushing Imogen's cheek. "Thought you'd bolt right there. Eyes wide, fists balled like you had a shot." Her laugh huffed warm. "Had to haul you twice your weight up the stairs."

		Imogen's fingers hooked Willa's belt loop tighter. "You pinned me to the wall first. Said mine now." Heat crawled up her neck, but not the old shame. The memory sat different, edges sanded smooth. She'd hated the grip then, broad shoulders blocking escape, V-torso flexing close. Now she leaned in, nose brushing stubble. "Wouldn't have let you touch my hair back then."

		Willa's free hand lifted slow, hovering near Imogen's temple. Stray curl stuck to sweat there, jasmine flecking it gold. "Try me now." She waited, eyes steady on Imogen's. Imogen held still, pulse kicking under her ribs. The gesture hung small, stupid almost. Tuck a strand. But first night, Willa would've snapped orders, dragged compliance. No ask. Imogen nodded once, chin dipping. Willa's fingers threaded in, calluses rough from wraps, easing the curl back. Tucked it behind her ear, knuckle lingering on lobe. Skin pebbled there, breeze picking up again off the lake. "Soft," Willa said. Her mouth quirked, one corner only. "All of you."

		Imogen caught the wrist before it dropped, pulled it down to her mouth. Lips parted on the pulse point, tongue flicking salt. "Yours to find out." She sucked once, teeth grazing tendon. Willa's breath snagged, hips shifting forward. Phone buzzed harder, vibration rattling the table leg. Elena again. Imogen released the wrist, but kept hold loose. "Gym first. Then this." She nodded at the skyline, heat waves still dancing off the distant Arco sign. Downtown baked below, cars crawling Figueroa like ants in tar. Willa snorted, hand sliding back to hip. "Lease guy's a prick anyway. Wants first and last plus a fighter demo." She squeezed, thumb pressing the waistband dent. "You spar him? Those legs'd drop him cold."

		Imogen flexed one thigh deliberate, muscle bunching against Willa's quad. "We both sign. Equal." The word settled heavy, good. No more bets, no rivals shoving her forward like poker chips. Her family's door slam echoed faint now, void filled with this rooftop, this handprint on her skin. She glanced at the table, Elena's text glowing: Lease guy calls today? Ready? "Pick up," Imogen said again, softer. She stepped back half a pace, denim pulling taut between them. Willa's fingers trailed off reluctant, red streak swinging as she turned. Willa snatched the phone, thumbed accept. "Voss. Yeah, he's late already." Pause, her eyes flicking to Imogen, veined forearm flexing on the rail. "Tell him noon tomorrow. We bring pads." She hung up, tossed it clattering beside the empty Yerba Mate cans. "Done. Site's ours if we want."

		Imogen leaned on the rail beside her, elbows knocking chain-link wrap. The garden sprawled small, potted ferns crowding the edges, soil damp from last night's hose-down. A ladybug crawled the rail weld, wings fluttering. "Our gym." She poked it off gentle, watched it blip away. First meeting flash again, Willa's streak under fluorescents, her own shorts riding high, birthmark exposed like a brand. Fear had clamped her throat then. Now she pictured mats unrolled there, kids drilling footwork, Elena calling combos Thursdays. Willa bumped her shoulder, solid. "You teach the sweeps. I handle clinch." Her hand found Imogen's nape again, thumb rubbing the fresh tuck spot. "Podcasts after. Your voice on sprawls."

		Imogen turned into it, forehead to Willa's collarbone. Cotton smelled of Dove soap and faint arena chalk. "Travel dates. Thailand first. Muay Thai camps." She mouthed the seam there, teeth nipping. Willa's swallow clicked audible. "December. Post-rainy." Willa's palm flattened her back, spanning from shoulder blade to dimples. "No ghosts tagging along."

		Imogen lifted her head, caught the streak dead-on in sun. Vivid still, but warm now, like brake lights on wet asphalt. Safe. She reached up, twisted her own fingers in Willa's hair, tugged the tie free. Strands spilled heavy, red threading black. "This stays." She combed it back deliberate, nails scraping scalp. Willa's eyes narrowed, playful. "Bossy." But she held still, breath fanning Imogen's knuckles. "Not bossy." Imogen let strands fall, caught the red one between fingers. Rubbed it like worry silk. "Equal." The word punched out, needed saying again. Legs shifted, powerful under her, grounding her to the concrete. No more void, no rejection echo. Just this. Willa nodded, quick jerk. Her hand cupped Imogen's jaw, thumb swiping lower lip. "Equal." She leaned in, kiss landing off-center, teeth bumping. Imogen opened for it, tongue sliding hot, tasting Yerba Mate bitter. Willa's fingers dug nape, pulling flush. Hips met denim-hard, friction sparking low. Imogen broke first, gasping pollen air. "Floor sex clause holds." She grinned against Willa's mouth, hand dropping to cup through shorts, thumb pressing damp fabric over the mark. Willa ground once, growl low. "Every morning." Her free hand yanked Imogen's tank up, palm slapping bare waist skin. Fever there already. Phone lit again, silent this time. Voicemail. Imogen ignored it, thigh nudging between Willa's legs. Muscle strained, holding pressure. "Shots next week. Clinic on Sunset."

		"Booked it." Willa nipped earlobe, sucked the tuck spot. "Clean."

		They rocked there, rail creaking under elbows, city drone fading. Hawk scream cut high, circling back. Imogen's fingers slipped belt loops inside, nails scraping hip bone. Willa's breath hitched, V-torso flexing. "Lease tomorrow," Willa muttered, hand shoving Imogen's shorts lower. Birthmark pebbled air. "Site smells like sawdust now. Empty."

		Imogen nodded, curls sticking jaw. "Our blank." She palmed Willa full, squeeze deliberate. Heat throbbed back. Willa's forehead dropped to hers, streak tickling brow. "Yeah." Fingers traced the mark's heart curve, dipping in. Imogen arched, concrete rough under soles. Breeze gusted jasmine thick, pollen swirling ankles. Phone died to black. Distant siren wailed Figueroa, cutting sharp. Willa pulled her closer, lips brushing temple. "Horizon's open."

		Imogen followed her gaze, skyline smudged orange. Hand still cupped, thumb circling denim seam. They stood pinned easy, thighs locked, red streak vivid in dying light.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 32

		

		The Lease Signature

		

		

		Willa's thigh flexed once more against Imogen's, denim seam biting into skin before she stepped back. Fingers trailed the birthmark's edge, reluctant drag. Imogen's shorts snapped back into place with a soft twang. "Sunset traffic," Willa said, thumb hooking her own belt loop. Pull it straight. Imogen nodded, curls bouncing loose from the tuck. They descended the fire stairs single file, boots thudding metal treads slick with evening dew. Hawk wheeled overhead one last screech before the loft door clicked shut behind them. Streetlights buzzed Figueroa alive by the time Willa keyed the Jeep's ignition. Imogen buckled in, knee knocking the dash glovebox. Plastic clattered inside, loose change spilling onto the mat. Willa swept it back with her knuckles, veined forearm flexing under the dome light. "Real estate guy's name again?" Imogen rummaged her phone, screen glow catching the heart mark's shadow high on her thigh where shorts rode up. "Martinez. Leaves keys under the mat." Willa merged left, Civic horns blaring complaint. Salt air from the coast clung to Imogen's tank, mixing with rooftop pollen. Radio hummed low, some old Rage Against the Machine track she couldn't name, Zack de la Rocha's bark cutting through brake squeals. Imogen's hand found Willa's on the stick shift, palm hot and dry. Thumb circled the class ring scar there, faint white ridge from a bad clinch three years back. Dawn cracked gray over the 101 by morning. Site sat off Slauson in a strip of warehouses, chain link rattling in the offshore breeze. Willa parked crooked across faded yellow lines, gravel crunching tires. Imogen hopped out first, thick legs stretching long under cutoff sweats. She yanked the mat, keys jangling free, brass worn smooth. Lock stuck twice before the steel door groaned inward. Sawdust puffed out, coating their sneakers in fine grit. Empty shell stretched eighty feet, walls raw drywall taped but unpainted. Concrete floor gleamed wet from overnight sprinklers, puddles beading near loading dock. Willa flicked the fluorescents. Buzz hummed, strips flickering cold white over stacked pallets of new mats in plastic wrap. "Smells like promise," Imogen said, boot toeing a cardboard tube of blueprints. Rolled tight, labeled Kendrick-Upton in Sharpie. Willa snorted, shoulders rolling loose. "Smells like Raul's sweat if we don't vent this." She paced the perimeter, veined hands trailing cinderblock. Echo bounced back sharp. Mats go there, heavy bags chained along that wall. Mirror run full length opposite, so footwork drills catch every angle. Imogen crouched by the tube, slicing it open with a key edge. Sheets unrolled across the floor, edges curling wet. Blue ink smudged faint where sprinklers kissed. "Lease says five-year term." Imogen flattened a corner with her palm. "Option to buy year three." Willa nodded, dropping beside her cross-legged. Concrete chilled through shorts instant. Imogen's hip bumped hers deliberate, flare of those generous curves pressing warm. Willa hooked an ankle over Imogen's calf, holding it there. Muscle bunched solid under her sock, honed from hill sprints up Runyon back when underground bets kept them fed. Real estate packet waited in Willa's backpack, stapled stack thick with boilerplate. Folding table propped in the corner, legs scissored shut, aluminum dented like it'd seen bar fights. Willa snapped it open, wobble immediate. One leg shorter, rocking side to side. "Fucking Martinez." She wedged a pallet scrap under it, steady now. Chairs nonexistent, so Imogen dragged two milk crates over, lids popped for seats. Imogen slid the lease across first. Top copy crisp, their names typed bold under "Lessee." Willa uncapped the pen, black Bic from the packet. Clicked twice, habit. Thumb tested the point on her forearm, ink beading quick. "Witness line's blank." She tapped it. Imogen leaned in, breath pollen-sweet from rooftop jasmine still clinging. "Elena later. This one's just us."

		Pen hit paper. Willa signed full loop on her line, W Upton slashing bold under the printed name. Pressure dented through to the carbon copy below. Hand cramped midway, knuckles popping. She shook it out, passing to Imogen. Their fingers brushed, callus on callus. Imogen's grip steadied the page, narrow waist twisting as she signed. Thick pen stroke filled the I Kendrick, dotting the i with a flick. Table wobbled anyway, ink bleeding slight at the tail. Done. Willa exhaled through her nose, sharp. Stared at the signatures side by side. Equal spacing, equal weight. No Raul Vargas stamp, no underground lien buried in fine print. That win in the cage, her knee driving concrete into his boy's spine, cleared title clean. Foreman at the county desk even grinned when she walked the quitclaims out. "Your blank," Imogen murmured, echoing yesterday's words. Her knee nudged Willa's under the table, pressure steady. Willa's hand covered hers on the page. "Bags first. Ten of 'em, aqua camo like the ones at Voss's old spot." Imogen nodded, curls sticking to her nape where sweat beaded already. Loft AC shit the bed last night, windows cracked till three. "Then the ring canvas. Hemp rope posts, no chain link scars." Willa traced the blueprint's mat outline with her pinky. Eighty by forty, enough for three stations running. Kids' class Tuesdays, women-only Thursdays. Their sequence, the one that saved Imogen's ass in the prelims. Imogen's thigh shifted, birthmark peeking denim edge. Willa thumbed it absent, skin pebbled cool. "Signage out front. Kendrick-Upton MMA. No champion bullshit." Voice roughened there. Imogen's laugh huffed low, hip bumping again. "Voss gets the merch table. Hawk logo on every tee." Willa grinned, teeth catching lower lip. Elena's ink bird already mocked up on her phone, talons gripping a bruised apple. Talk looped easy. Chalk order from that supplier in Van Nuys, five buckets minimum. Sound system wired corner mounts, playlist queued: old Wu-Tang for bag work, Kendrick Lamar drops for spars. Imogen sketched a quick rack layout on the lease margin, free weights staggered ten to hundred five. Willa's forearm draped her shoulder casual, veined muscle slack now. Red streak tickled her jaw when she turned. "Shots due next week. Clinic confirmed?"

		"Sunset and Western. Eight a.m. slot." Imogen tapped the pen barrel on concrete, tic rhythm. Click-clack echoed. "Bloodwork bundle. No surprises." Willa nodded, hand squeezing her nape. Thumbs dug the tuck spot, knot loosening slow. Breeze gusted through the open door, carrying bus exhaust from Slauson. Distant jackhammer chattered, construction two blocks over. Imogen stood first, stretching arms overhead. Tank rode up, waist skin flashing pale. Willa rose after, knees popping faint. They gathered the copies, stapler from the packet punching neat. Flipped the stack even on the table edge. Envelope waited manila, pre-addressed to Martinez Realty. Gummed flap peeled sticky. Imogen licked her thumb, smoothed the top sheet corner. Willa slid the stack in first, fingers aligning perfect. Imogen followed, pushing it home. Flap sealed with a wet smack from Willa's tongue.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 33

		

		The First Session

		

		

		Imogen's sneakers gripped the fresh blue mats, vinyl still sharp under the rubber treads. Chalk dust hung in the air from the corner buckets, the Van Nuys supplier's logo faded already on the labels. Ten students mirrored her stance, a mix of high school kids and office types in mismatched gear, their breathing ragged over the low thump of Kendrick Lamar from the corner speakers. "Pivot left, weight on the ball, sweep low." Her voice cut clean, legs coiling as she dropped into the sequence. Thick thighs flexed, denim traded for black compression shorts that hugged the flare of her hips. The heart-shaped mark rode high on her inner thigh, sweat beading there already from the warmup laps. Willa circled the group from the back row, veined forearms loose at her sides, red streak damp against her temple. Elena Voss leaned on the merch table near the door, hawk logo tees stacked neat beside protein shaker bottles with their names embossed. The facility thrummed now, walls painted matte gray, racks bolted floor to ceiling with free weights staggered ten to hundred five, just like the sketch on that old lease margin. Slauson traffic hummed faint through the front windows, jackhammers silenced months back. Imogen reset, facing the class. "Again. Mirror me." She slid right, knee dipping sharp, powerful legs tracing the sweeps that had yanked her clear in the prelims against that wiry kid from Vargas's crew. Foot hooked imaginary ankle, torque pulling hard. The students stumbled after, sneakers scuffing vinyl. One girl up front, ponytail swinging, maybe nineteen with fresh ink on her knuckles, nailed the pivot but hung her guard low on the recovery. Elbow dipped, chin exposed like Imogen's own fuckup in round two of that prelim, the one that nearly cost her teeth. "Guard up," Imogen called, low and even. She stepped in, hand cupping the girl's elbow gentle, lifting it square. Ponytail nodded quick, eyes wide. Willa drifted over from the side, close enough Imogen caught the clean soap off her skin, no arena sweat left in her anymore. "Shift the hips first," Willa added, voice gravel from yesterday's private spar. She tapped the girl's waist with two knuckles, demoing the roll. "Like this. Else you eat knee."

		The girl tried again, hips snapping better, guard holding. Imogen caught Willa's eye for a split second, nod shared silent. No argument, no override. Just the fix, layered smooth. Elena snorted from the table, folding a tee. "You two sound like a stereo."

		Class looped the sequence three times, breaths syncing ragged. Imogen's quads burned clean, the good kind, no cage bruises under the skin. She scanned faces, noting the dropout already, the one guy in basketball shorts who kept glancing at his phone. "Phone down or tape it to your forehead," she said. He stuffed it in his bag, sheepish. Willa bumped her shoulder passing, casual, the V of her torso brushing Imogen's arm. Heat lingered there seconds after. Halfway through, ponytail girl nailed it clean, fist pumping quiet. "Got it?" Imogen asked, palm out. The girl slapped it, ink flashing a tiny dagger. Others murmured approval, the office woman in pink Nikes grinning through her puff. Imogen's mind snagged on the dagger, like the one that fighter wore on his neck before she swept him into the chain link. Gone now, all of it. Vargas's crew scattered after Willa's win, bets called off, the underground folded quiet. This space, theirs. Kendrick-Upton MMA etched on the glass door, no champion tag. "Break," Willa called at the hour mark. Students peeled off to water bottles and bags, chatter rising over the playlist drop to Wu-Tang next. Imogen wiped her brow on her tank sleeve, waist flashing cool air. A kid lingered by the bags, mitts dangling. "That the real prelim sequence?" he asked, braces glinting. She nodded, crouching to his level. "Tweaked for no blood. Try the hook slower tomorrow." He scampered after his group. Elena slung a shaker her way, apple-juice yellow. "Merch plug after next class. These kids buy."

		Imogen gulped half, tart hitting her throat. Willa stacked cones by the wall, shoulders rolling broad under her tank. The minor snag earlier, ponytail's dip, could've blown if Willa barked over her. But they didn't. Seamless. Imogen's thumb traced the shaker label, their names looped in script. Family void ached less these days, filled with this instead, concrete. Door swung open, fresh air gusting bus exhaust and fried plantains from the taqueria next block. Students filed out, ponytail waving backward. "Thursday, right? Women-only?"

		"Seven sharp," Imogen said. Last one gone, space emptied to echoes. Mats marked faint from the hour, chalk prints ghosting. Elena zipped her hoodie, hawk patch on the sleeve. "I'm out. Clinic shots tomorrow?"

		Willa nodded from the racks, coiling a jump rope. "Sunset and Western, eight." Elena fist-bumped Imogen's knuckles, gone with the door click. Imogen crossed to the mirrors, checking her stance reflex. Willa joined, hip to hip, breath steadying. Silence settled thick, playlist looping low. Imogen's eyes flicked to the red streak curling damp on Willa's neck, light catching it like that rooftop morning, vows traded open sky. No fear left in the color. Willa's forearm brushed hers, veined skin warm. "She fixed fast."

		"Yeah." Imogen adjusted her shorts seam, birthmark tugging fabric. "Like I didn't back then."

		Willa's hand settled her shoulder, thumb pressing the deltoid knot. "You did. Took the knee anyway."

		Imogen huffed a laugh, turning. Across the empty mats, Willa's gaze held steady, dark eyes crinkling cornered. No hunger raw like the arena claim, no vow weight from the garden. Just this, settled. Partnership etched deeper than any lease. The glance stretched, shared history in the pull. Imogen stepped closer, palm flat to Willa's stomach, feeling the V-taper rise on her inhale. Willa's fingers caught her wrist, grip firm but loose. "Kids' class Tuesdays," she said, voice dropping. "You lead."

		"Deal." Imogen's thigh pressed Willa's, powerful muscle to athletic flex. Heat built there, slow. Willa's free hand slid to her hip, thumb hooking the waistband, tugging light. Imogen's breath hitched, shorts riding lower, mark exposed full. Willa's eyes dropped to it, lingering. "Lock up after?" Willa asked, thumb circling the skin. Imogen nodded, mouth dry. Willa's mouth quirked, pulling her in by the hips. Lips met rough, tongue flicking envelope-gum memory from a year back. Imogen gripped Willa's tank rear, bunching fabric over the swell of her ass. They broke for air, foreheads butted. Mats waited empty, chalk dust settling. Willa backed her to the wall rack, weights clinking faint. Imogen's legs parted, thick thighs framing Willa's hips. Hand dove between, fingers finding the seam of Willa's shorts, pressing the heat there. Willa groaned low, grinding forward. "Gym first time," she muttered, teeth grazing Imogen's jaw. Imogen's fingers slipped under elastic, finding slick folds, thumb circling the nub hard. Willa bucked, broad shoulders hunching as she yanked Imogen's shorts aside. Two fingers plunged deep, curling against the wall Imogen liked, thumb smearing her own wet over the mark. Imogen gasped, nails digging Willa's back, the red streak tangling in her fist. They fucked urgent against the rack, weights rattling with each thrust. Imogen's hips rolled, powerful legs locking Willa close, heels digging her ass. Sweat slicked skin slap, breaths punching over Wu-Tang bass. Willa's forearm braced the barbell above, veins popping as she drove harder, fingers twisting deep. Imogen clenched around her, release hitting sharp, thighs quaking. Willa followed seconds later, hips stuttering, mouth open on Imogen's neck. They slumped, tangled, breaths syncing slow. Imogen's hand stayed cupped between Willa's legs, feeling the pulse fade. Willa pulled fingers free, slick shining, and sucked them clean deliberate. Imogen watched, pulse kicking again. "Signage held," Willa said, nodding the door glass. Imogen laughed low, thigh nudging hers. The glance reignited across the inches now, history and heat fused. Willa's hand squeezed her nape once, thumb digging the knot loose. Door rattled distant, truck backfiring on Slauson. Imogen straightened her shorts, mark kissed red now.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 34

		

		The Anniversary Drive

		

		

		Willa twisted the key in the gym's deadbolt, the click echoing off the empty parking lot. Imogen leaned against the hood of the black Jeep Wrangler, shorts tugged straight, but the red bloom on her inner thigh peeked when she shifted. Willa pocketed the keys, thumb rubbing the fob's worn edges. Two years since the cage win that gutted Vargas's crew for good. The date hit her mid-morning during drills, Elena calling out reps in the back room. Now the sun dipped low, turning Slauson Avenue's chain-link shadows long. "Drive?" Willa asked, jerking her chin toward the Pacific Coast Highway sign half a mile west. Imogen pushed off the hood, veined forearms flexing as she grabbed the door handle. "Yeah. Windows down."

		Willa slid behind the wheel, engine rumbling to life with a throaty growl. Imogen fiddled the radio dial before Willa could, landing on the cracked case of the old aux cord. She plugged in her phone, thumbed the playlist they built senior year of underground circuits. "C.R.E.A.M." kicked off, gravelly hook filling the cab. Willa punched the gas, merging onto the 10 westbound, asphalt blurring under tires. Imogen's bare feet propped on the dash, thick toes curling to the bass drop. Salt air snuck through cracks first, then full gusts once they hit PCH north of Santa Monica. Willa cracked all windows, wind whipping Imogen's hair across her face. She reached over, tucked the strands, fingers lingering on the warm curve of her neck. Imogen turned, caught her wrist, guided the hand lower. Palm settled on her thigh, right over the heart-shaped mark, skin still tacky from earlier sweat. Willa traced the edges slow, nails scraping faint. Imogen's muscle jumped under her touch, powerful leg tensing then slack. "You smell like chalk dust," Willa said over the chorus. Imogen snorted, twisting the volume knob half up. "You smell like rack rubber. And me."

		Willa's fingers dipped inward, brushing the shorts' seam. Heat radiated through fabric. Imogen spread her knees wider, heel thumping the glovebox. RZA's verse rolled, lyrics about cold streets they left behind. Willa remembered sparring to this track in that shithole warehouse off Alameda, Imogen's body first time pressed close in the cage's shadow. Bet won, claim made. Her grip tightened now, possessive squeeze on the mark. Imogen's breath hitched, hand covering Willa's knuckles, pressing harder. Traffic thinned past Topanga, cliffs rising sharp on the right. Willa spotted the pullout at Point Dume overlook, gravel crunching as she swung in. No one else parked, just empty picnic tables bolted to rock and a rusted chain-link fence sagging toward the drop. Waves hammered the beach three hundred feet below, white foam exploding on jagged boulders. Sun hung fat over the horizon, bleeding orange into the water. Willa killed the engine. "Out."

		Imogen dropped her feet, grabbed a water bottle from the console. They climbed down, boots scuffing dirt path to the fence. Wind tugged Willa's tank top, red streak in her hair snapping like a flag. Imogen stood close, shoulder bumping hers, bottle cap twisting open with a hiss. She drank deep, droplets sliding down her chin to her collarbone. Willa watched them trail, thumb itching to swipe. Two years. Gym packed three sessions a day now, kids from Compton busing in for footwork clinics. Vargas's name barely whispered anymore, his top fighter rotting in county after that last beatdown. Willa signed the lease with her, built mats with her, fucked her raw in every corner. The fear that clawed her gut back then, the one from Lena's knife-twist betrayal, sat dormant. Imogen's hip knocked hers deliberate. "Remember the locker room?" Imogen asked, screwing the cap back. Willa nodded, palms flexing open. That concrete box after the arena claim, air thick with bleach and blood, Imogen's wrists zip-tied until the papers cleared. They'd stood inches apart, breaths syncing, hunger coiling tight. No touch then. Just palms pressed, testing the cage between. Imogen stepped in, boots toe to toe. She lifted her hands, palms out. Willa matched, rough calluses meeting soft ridges. Skin sealed flat, fingers splaying wide. Heat built quick, pulses thumping through bone. Imogen's eyes held hers, steady brown locked on green, no flinch, no pullback. Wind howled past, but the press stayed rock solid. Willa's thumbs stroked the edges, dipping to wrists. Imogen's breath came shallow now, chest rising fast. "Same," Imogen said, voice low under the surf crash. Willa leaned in, foreheads bumping light. "Better."

		Palms slid apart slow, fingers hooking to pull her flush. Imogen's generous hips ground forward, narrow waist twisting into Willa's V-cut abs. Mouths crashed, tongues tangling salt and water bottle plastic. Willa gripped her ass hard, bunching shorts fabric, hauling her up. Imogen's thick legs wrapped instant, heels digging Willa's glutes, locking tight. Willa spun them against the Jeep's hood, metal warm from the drive. Imogen yanked Willa's tank up, nails raking veined forearms. Broad shoulders flexed as Willa shoved her shorts down, kicking them aside with boots still on. Imogen's cunt glistened bare, lips swollen from gym earlier, mark stark above the trimmed patch. Willa dropped to knees in gravel, no pause. Tongue plunged flat, lapping from taint to clit in one drag. Imogen bucked, fist twisting the red streak, pulling Willa's head closer. "Fuck, there," she gasped, thighs clamping her ears. Willa sucked the nub hard, teeth grazing, two fingers shoving knuckle-deep into slick heat. Walls clenched greedy, juices dripping down her chin. She curled the digits, stroking the ridge that made Imogen's hips stutter. Powerful legs quaked, heels scraping Jeep paint. Wind cooled the sweat beading Willa's back, but her own cunt throbbed empty, shorts soaked through. Imogen's free hand braced the hood, knuckles white, bottle rolling forgotten into dirt. Willa rose, mouth slick shining. She stripped her shorts fast, veined forearms bunching as she boosted Imogen higher. Cunts aligned, clits kissing wet. Willa ground down deliberate, slow circles building friction. Imogen's nails dug her shoulders, drawing red lines, hips rolling up to match. Breaths punched ragged, surf roar masking the wet slaps. Willa's playlist looped faint from the cab, "Protect Ya Neck" thumping bass under moans. "Faster," Imogen demanded, teeth sinking Willa's collarbone. Willa braced on forearms, muscles popping, pistoning hips brutal. Clits dragged swollen, juices smearing thighs. Imogen's mark rubbed Willa's hip bone raw, friction burning sweet. Release hit Imogen first, cunt pulsing air against Willa's, thighs vise-grip crushing. She cried out sharp, back arching off the hood. Willa chased, grinding frantic, orgasm ripping low, spasms jerking her forward. She collapsed half on, half off, breaths heaving sync. Gravel bit Willa's knees when she pushed up. Imogen's legs stayed hooked loose, cunt still twitching open. Willa dipped fingers in once more, scooping cream, feeding it to her. Imogen sucked deliberate, tongue curling the pads clean. They broke apart laughing low, wind drying the mess between. Imogen slid down, shorts snagged back on crooked. "Two years clean."

		Willa tugged her tank straight, red streak plastered damp to her forehead. "Ours."

		They climbed in, engine turning over gravel-spitting. Imogen restarted the playlist, "Triumph" filling the cab next. Willa eased onto PCH southbound, sun dipped full now, taillights flickering ahead. Her hand found Imogen's thigh again, palm cupping the mark easy. Imogen laced fingers over it, thumb stroking the red bloom faint under skin. Curve after curve unspooled, Malibu lights winking distant. Imogen hummed off-key to the hook, foot tapping dash. Willa glanced over, caught the curve of her mouth, loose and sated. Salt crusted her own lips still. The road dipped toward the city basin, horizon swallowing the last orange smear.
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