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		Chapter 1

		

		The Arena Office Collision

		

		

		The coffee mug sat on the desk with a ring of dried liquid around the base, the kind that took a cloth to clean off properly. Gwendolyn sat in the chair and reached for the stack of betting slips, her fingers sorting them into piles by match date. The video had played on the laptop screen just before Victor closed it, the images of the fight from years ago showing the man taking the blow and the crowd reacting with a collective gasp that still rang in her ears. Victor had explained the plan while the footage ran, how the evidence would make Julia throw the championship match in a month to rig the odds in his favor. She had sat there and listened, the paperclip in her hand bending under the pressure until it broke in two pieces. She dropped the pieces into the trash can under the desk, the sound of them hitting the bottom loud in the room. The air carried the sharp metallic tang of sweat-soaked fight gear left on a nearby chair, the leather straps hanging over the edge. The low hum of the fluorescent lights overhead mixed with the distant roar of the crowd below, the sound creating a disorienting buzz that pressed against her temples. The desk was cluttered with contracts and the betting slips she now sorted, Victor having tapped one for emphasis before he left the room. His footsteps had faded down the hallway, leaving her alone with the weight of the threat that tied her career and safety to the secret on the laptop. The drawer stuck when she tried to put the broken paperclip away, the old fight programs inside wedged against the sides from years of use. She worked it free with a sharp tug, the programs sliding back into place with a rustle. The video had shown the brother taking the hit in the final round, the way his body had gone limp on the canvas while the referee waved off the match. Victor had pointed to the screen and said the footage would ruin Julia if she did not agree to lose the title fight, the odds rigged in his favor and the money flowing to the right people. Gwendolyn had sat there and nodded, the paperclip bending in her hand until it snapped. She had not asked how Victor had gotten the footage or why he kept it, the questions sticking in her throat as he closed the file and left the room. She picked up a contract and tried to smooth the creases from where Victor had folded it, the paper resisting under her hands. The small scar on her chin itched from the way she had clenched her jaw during the video, the line a pale reminder of the fall no one had helped her from years ago. She set the contract down and reached for the mug, the cold liquid inside sloshing slightly as she moved it to the side. The office smelled of stale coffee and the fight gear, the combination making the room feel smaller than it was. The central objective to break free from the blackmail remained out of reach, the evidence still in Victor's hands and the championship still set for next month. The door suddenly burst open with a sharp creak, and Julia Hendricks stormed inside, her toned body moving with an uneven gait from knee surgery that caused her left leg to drag slightly on the polished floor. The tribal tattoo encircling her bicep flexed visibly as she clenched her fists and scanned the room with assertive intensity. "Where the hell is Victor Lang? I need to talk to him now," Julia said, her voice low and commanding, cutting through the office air. Gwendolyn set the papers down and stepped around the desk, the path narrow with the gear bag blocking part of the floor. The woman moved forward at the same time, her uneven gait bringing her closer faster than expected. Their paths crossed too quickly near the edge of the cluttered surface, their bodies colliding in a tangle of limbs and fabric. Julia's strong hands shot out to grip Gwendolyn's arm firmly, fingers pressing into the soft curve of her bicep to steady them both and prevent a fall. The impact pushed Gwendolyn back until her hip hit the wooden surface, the edge digging in as the grip held her steady. The woman's left leg dragged a little as she tried to step back, the uneven gait causing another bump before the hold settled. Gwendolyn's free hand landed on Julia's bicep, the muscle solid under the shirt and the tattoo lines clear where the fabric ended. Their faces stayed close, the woman's warm breath against her skin and the faint scent of sweat and leather from the arena coming with it. The small scar on Gwendolyn's chin felt exposed in the light from the desk lamp. The papers scattered across the floor from the impact, one landing near Julia's boot with a photo of the fighter facing up. Gwendolyn's thumb pressed into her palm, the skin there turning red from the pressure. Julia kept the grip on her arm, her eyes narrowing as she looked down at the scattered sheets. "You work for him," Julia said, the words coming out as a statement. "Yes," Gwendolyn answered, the word coming out before she could add more. The sound of approaching footsteps signaled Victor Lang's return from down the hall, his voice carrying as he talked about the contracts and the storage room keys. Julia acted on instinct, pulling Gwendolyn swiftly into the shadowed hallway just as the office door began to open. The sudden movement left Gwendolyn against the cool wall of the corridor, the woman's body in front of her blocking the view from the hallway. The grip on her arm remained in place, their faces still close in the dim light as the footsteps drew nearer. Gwendolyn kept her hand on Julia's bicep, the fabric warm under her fingers from the heat of the arena. The blackmail video stayed on the laptop inside the office, the evidence of the brother's final fight still in Victor's possession and the championship still weeks away. The hallway smelled of concrete and the arena floor, a single bulb flickering overhead. Julia's uneven stance brought their legs close, the heat radiating between them as they listened. Gwendolyn's thumb stayed pressed into her palm, the red mark deepening as Victor's voice faded down the hall. The woman did not release her arm right away, the two of them standing there with the scattered papers left behind in the office. The threat from the video remained, the plan for the championship still in motion and no way to stop it yet. Gwendolyn did not pull her hand from the bicep, the contact holding the moment as the silence stretched in the shadowed space.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 2

		

		The Storage Room Surrender

		

		

		Julia's fingers dug into her arm one last time before she tugged her sideways, past the office door where Victor's voice droned on about shipment manifests. The hallway stretched dim and narrow, lined with dented lockers and a row of unmarked doors, one cracked open just enough to spill a sliver of yellow light. She yanked it wider with her free hand, the hinges squeaking like a warning, and shoved Gwendolyn inside ahead of her. The door clanged shut, plunging them into thicker dark broken only by that single bulb swinging lazy overhead. Stacks of canvas fight bags slumped against the walls, smelling like mildew and somebody's forgotten protein shaker left to curdle. Gwendolyn's back hit a shelf of wrapped hand tape, the plastic crinkling under her shoulders. Julia loomed close, her breath coming in short huffs that brushed Gwendolyn's collarbone. The fighter's left knee buckled a fraction, that uneven hitch making her lean harder into the space between them, her bicep bunching under Gwendolyn's lingering palm. "You saw something," Julia said, low enough it barely carried over the muffled crowd roar filtering through the walls. Her thumb pressed a circle into the inside of Gwendolyn's wrist, not letting go. Gwendolyn swallowed, tasting the dry air. The video looped in her head, those grainy punches landing on Julia's brother, Victor's smirk when he'd paused it. She couldn't spill that, not here, not with her job hanging by whatever thread Victor let her keep. Her fingers curled against the tattoo ink peeking from Julia's tank strap, the skin there fever-hot. "I don't... it's nothing. He just showed me schedules."

		Julia's mouth twisted, not buying it. She shifted her weight, the shelf behind Gwendolyn rattling loose bolts. One hand came up, cupped her jaw rough, tilting it so the bulb caught the scar's white ridge. Gwendolyn's stomach flipped at the touch, that yielding pull in her chest winning out over the knot of shame from years of her family's shrugs and silences. Why this woman? Why now, with Victor's laptop humming secrets ten feet away? "Liar," Julia muttered. Then she closed the gap, lips crashing against Gwendolyn's like she'd been waiting for the excuse. Salt from the ring clung to her tongue, mixing with the mint of whatever gum she'd chewed earlier. Gwendolyn's mouth opened on instinct, knees going soft as Julia's body pinned her flush to the metal racks. A spare glove tumbled off the shelf, hitting the concrete with a thud. Julia's hands shoved under her blouse, palms rough against the undersides of her breasts, squeezing the full weight before thumbs scraped over her nipples. They peaked hard under the lace, sparks shooting down her belly to pool wet between her thighs. Gwendolyn whimpered into the kiss, hips bucking forward without meaning to, catching the edge of Julia's shorts where the fabric rode up from her squat. Julia pulled back, eyes black in the low light. "Down," she said, the word flat and final, pressure on her shoulder guiding her. "Now."

		Gwendolyn sank, knees cracking against the gritty floor. The concrete bit into her skin through her slacks, but she didn't care, hands fumbling at Julia's waistband. The shorts parted easy, no underwear beneath, and there it was: Julia's pussy already slick, lips swollen and dark. Gwendolyn leaned in, nose brushing the coarse hair, inhaling the sharp musk of sweat and arousal. Her tongue flicked out, flat against the clit, circling slow at first then sucking it between her lips. Julia groaned, fingers twisting into Gwendolyn's hair, yanking her closer. "Harder. Use your tongue like you mean it." Her hips rolled, smearing wetness across Gwendolyn's chin, the uneven leg bracing wider against the shelf. Gwendolyn obeyed, lapping faster, dipping inside to taste the tang before sucking the clit again, teeth grazing just enough to make Julia's thighs quake. A fresh drip hit her tongue, and she swallowed it down, her own panties soaked now, thighs clenching for friction. Julia's grip tightened, pulling her head back as she shuddered, a low grunt ripping out. Her pussy clenched, release flooding Gwendolyn's mouth in a hot pulse. She rode it out, grinding against her face until her legs nearly buckled, that knee locking awkward. Gwendolyn licked her lips, chest heaving, when Julia hauled her up by the arms. Strong hands gripped under her ass, lifting her onto a low crate stamped with faded Sharpie: "Lightweights - 145." The wood groaned under her curves, splinters pricking through her skirt. Julia yanked the panties aside, fabric snapping against her hip, and drove two fingers straight in knuckle-deep. Gwendolyn's head knocked back against a hanging towel rack. Julia's fingers curled inside her pussy, thick and unyielding, thrusting with the punch of someone used to breaking guards. Wet sounds filled the room, her arousal coating Julia's wrist. The thumb found her clit, rubbing tight, relentless circles that made her walls flutter. "Fuck, you're soaked," Julia said, voice gravel. She pumped harder, free hand pinning Gwendolyn's thigh open, nails digging crescents into the soft flesh. Gwendolyn's hips jerked, chasing it, the crate scraping an inch across the floor. Pressure coiled low, her breath hitching on a whine as she clenched around the fingers, orgasm ripping through in a gush that dripped down Julia's palm. She cried out, raw and broken, back arching off the wood. Julia didn't stop, easing her off the peak with slower strokes before pulling her fingers free, slick shining on them. She dropped onto the crate herself, legs spread, and tugged Gwendolyn to straddle her thigh. The muscle there flexed hard under Gwendolyn's pussy, denim rough against her bare skin where the panties bunched. Julia gripped her hips, grinding her forward in urgent drags. Gwendolyn's hands braced on Julia's shoulders, the tribal lines stark under her palms as she rolled into it. Their clits caught on each slide, slick friction building fast, Julia's wetness from before mixing with hers. Julia's thigh tensed, pushing up to meet every grind, her own hips bucking under the shorts. Gwendolyn moaned, high and yielding, the sounds tangling with Julia's guttural groans. Sweat beaded on Julia's neck, trickling down to stain her tank. The rhythm stuttered when Gwendolyn's knee slipped on the crate edge, but Julia locked her in place, grinding harder until they crested together. Gwendolyn's pussy spasmed again, pulsing against the thigh, while Julia's groan vibrated through her chest, hips jerking once, twice. They slumped there, Gwendolyn's weight half on her lap, breaths sawing in the humid air. Julia's hand rose slow, one finger tracing the scar on her chin, the touch light now, almost careful. It lingered, pad pressing the old divot like she could read the story in it. Gwendolyn's pulse thrummed under the fingertip, her body still humming from the aftershocks. The video flashed back, Victor's laptop screen frozen on that final hook, Julia's brother crumpling. She shifted, skirt twisted around her waist, panties damp and crooked. Julia's eyes stayed on her face, waiting, but Gwendolyn couldn't form the words, couldn't risk it with the door just feet away and Victor prowling the hall. A distant clang echoed, like lockers slamming. Julia's head tilted, listening, her finger dropping from the scar. She eased Gwendolyn off her thigh, standing with that slight drag in her step, shorts tugged back into place. Gwendolyn slid down, feet hitting the floor wobbly, smoothing her blouse with shaky hands. Julia cracked the door an inch, peering out. The hallway light sliced in, catching the sweat on her temple. "He's gone," she said, but didn't move, hand still on the knob. Gwendolyn tugged her panties straight, the fabric sticking cold now. The crate sat crooked, hand tape rolls scattered like evidence. Victor's voice had faded, but the weight stayed, that file locked away, the fight a month out and her name on his payroll. She pressed her thumb into the scar, feeling the ridge, as Julia turned back, eyes sharp in the bulb's glow.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 3

		

		The Promoter's Threat

		

		

		Julia nudged the storage room door wider, the hinges squeaking like a bad knee on fight night. Fluorescent strips down the hall flickered, casting yellow pools on the scuffed linoleum that smelled like spilled Gatorade and rubber-soled sneakers. Her shorts clung damp against her thighs, the seam rubbing wrong with every shift of weight. She glanced back at Gwendolyn, who yanked her skirt hem straight, the fabric bunching at one hip before smoothing flat. Gwendolyn's fingers lingered on that chin scar, thumb circling the divot slow, like testing a bruise. "Stay close," Julia said, stepping out first. Her left knee popped on the threshold, that old surgery twinge shooting up her quad. She scanned left, right, the hallway empty except for a crumpled fight poster taped crooked on the wall, some midcard prelim guy she'd tapped out last year. Footsteps echoed from the far end, heavy ones, Oxfords on tile. Victor Lang rounded the corner, suit jacket slung over one arm, phone pressed to his ear. Gwendolyn trailed two paces behind him, her blouse buttons mismatched in the placket. Victor cut the call mid-sentence, eyes locking on Julia like she'd owed him money. "Hendricks. Perfect timing." He stopped dead center in the hall, blocking the path to the arena exit. Gwendolyn halted too, sneakers squeaking, her arms folding loose across her stomach. Julia planted her feet, the uneven drag in her step making her lean right. Sweat cooled sticky under her tank top straps. Victor's cologne hit her next, that cheap Axe body spray mixed with cigar ash, same as always after promoter meetings. "What do you want, Lang? Sparring partner?"

		He smirked, teeth yellow from too many late-night Red Bulls. "Straight to it. Good. Title fight next month against Reyes. You drop in the third. Clean, no controversy. Odds shift my way, everybody's happy." He glanced at Gwendolyn, then back. "Or that clip from your brother's last bout hits every forum from Sherdog to Reddit by morning. Grainy, sure, but clear enough. The hook that folded him. Your family secret, out for the world."

		Julia's bicep bunched, the tattoo ink pulling tight under her skin. She flexed once, felt the tribal lines shift like ropes coiling. Brother's face flashed, that final crumple in the grainy footage she'd scrubbed from her phone years ago. Victor had dug it up somehow, the bastard. Her jaw side shifted, grinding a back molar till it ached. "You think that scares me? Post it. See how quick I wrap your sportsbooks in lawsuits."

		Victor's laugh barked short. "Scares your sponsors more. Title shot gone, endorsements tank. And her." He jerked his chin at Gwendolyn. "My assistant knows the file's solid. Don't you, Lennard?"

		Gwendolyn's face drained whiter than the arena paint, scar stark under the lights. She uncrossed her arms, hands twisting the hem of her blouse till threads popped. Julia caught it then, the flicker in Gwendolyn's eyes, that split-second dart to the storage room door. She'd seen the video. Knew the whole play. Julia's gut twisted, not just at the leak, but at how Gwendolyn stood there, shoulders hunched like waiting for a slap. "She's got nothing to do with this," Julia said, voice dropping low. She took a step forward, knee protesting the pivot. Victor didn't budge. "Everything to do. She's the one who screens my files." Victor pocketed his phone, suit cuff riding up to show a Rolex knockoff. "Clock's ticking, Hendricks. Train hard, lose smart. Or watch your legacy fold like he did."

		He brushed past, shoulder clipping Julia's deliberate. Gwendolyn lingered a beat, eyes wide, mouth parting like she might speak. Julia grabbed her wrist before she could bolt after him, fingers closing firm on the pulse point. Skin soft there, warmer than the hall air. "You. With me."

		Gwendolyn stumbled half a step, skirt swishing against Julia's shorts. "I, um. Victor, he..."

		"Save it." Julia towed her down the hall, away from the storage room stink, toward a side door marked Staff Only. The crowd roar filtered through the walls, a prelim bout winding down with cheers for a knockout. Her knee dragged heavier now, post-orgasm laxity hitting like a bad cut. Gwendolyn's wrist bone pressed into her palm, fragile under the skin. Julia shoved the door open to a quieter stretch of corridor, vending machines humming against faded cinderblock. She released the grip but blocked the way back. "You saw it." Julia leaned one shoulder to the wall, arms crossing to flex the tattoo again. "The video. He showed you."

		Gwendolyn's thumb found the scar, digging in till the skin went pink. "He made me. Said it'd ruin you. Your brother, the fight... I didn't ask for this." Her voice wobbled at the edges, eyes dropping to the floor scuff where gum had welded to the tile. Julia pushed off the wall, closing the gap till Gwendolyn had to tilt her chin up. Heat lingered between them, that storage room tang of sweat and release still on her tongue. "Doesn't matter. You know now. We get it back. Original files, backups, all of it."

		Gwendolyn blinked fast, lashes clumping from earlier humidity. "We? I can't. He'll fire me, or worse. That video, it's not just you. My job, my visa stuff, it's all tied to him."

		"Or you help, and we bury him." Julia's hand lifted, hovered near Gwendolyn's jaw, then dropped to her own hip instead. Thumb hooked in her shorts pocket, fabric pulling taut. Brother's voice echoed in her head, pre-fight trash talk from the gym days, "Don't fold, sis. Swing through." Grief clawed up, masked by the itch to control this mess. Gwendolyn's yielding stare pulled at it, made her want to grip that chin scar, tilt her head back. "What's your in? Assistant perks. Codes? Logs?"

		Gwendolyn chewed the cuticle on her ring finger, skin peeling white. "Private server. He logs everything there, fight uploads, bets. I have the access from payroll setup. But if he catches the query..."

		"Then we don't get caught." Julia's voice sharpened, the fighter tone slipping in. She paced a tight circle, knee hitch making her pivot sharp. Vending machine clicked on, Coors Light cans rattling behind glass. "My facility tomorrow. Off-Strip, that warehouse on Decatur. Bring a laptop. We pull the logs, trace the file path. Reyes fight's a month out. We end this before camp."

		Gwendolyn's shoulders dropped an inch, like strings cut. "Okay. Yeah. I mean, if it stops him." She glanced back toward the main hall, where Victor's footsteps had faded into the arena din. "He mentioned backups. Cloud, maybe physical drives in his office safe."

		Julia nodded once, filing it. Gwendolyn's brain worked quick under that eager mask, piecing details like corner man calls. Dependence stirred, unwanted, like the post-fuck haze making her thighs slick still. "Good. Start there. Decatur, noon. Door code 9-7-3-1. Don't tell him shit."

		A janitor's cart rattled past the corridor mouth, mop bucket sloshing gray water. Gwendolyn nodded, thumb still on the scar, pressing rhythmic now. Julia watched her turn, skirt swaying as she headed opposite, toward Victor's orbit. The hallway lights buzzed louder, or maybe it was her pulse settling uneven. She lingered by the vending machine, fishing a crumpled five from her pocket. Coors dropped cold into the bin, condensation slick. Twist cap echoed off cinderblock as she cracked it, foam bubbling over her knuckles. Gwendolyn's scent clung faint, that vanilla lotion mixed with sex. Brother's hook replayed, the crowd gasp she'd heard live. Victor's threat landed heavier now, not just legacy, but dragging this curvy assistant into the clinch. Julia swigged the beer, aluminum denting under her grip. Knee throbbed steady. She pushed off the wall, gait dragging toward the arena exit. Neon sign flickered outside, Vegas heat blasting in as the door swung. Tomorrow, Decatur warehouse. Files first, then whatever this pull demanded. Gwendolyn's voice echoed back from the hall bend, soft answer to Victor's bark. Julia paused, beer halfway to her mouth. "You coming, Lennard? Got a meeting."

		"Yeah. Right behind you.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 4

		

		The Training Facility Rules

		

		

		Gwendolyn punched the code into the side door panel, fingers slick from the midday sun baking the Decatur warehouse district blacktop. Nine, seven, three, one. The lock buzzed green, and she shoved the heavy steel slab inward, hinges groaning like an old boxer's knee. Rubber mats hit her first, that thick, bounced-back smell mixed with chalk dust from the corner racks where lifting belts hung coiled like dead snakes. Julia stood midway across the open floor, mid-shadowbox under the high-beam fluorescents, her taped fists snapping at empty air. Sweat beaded on her tank straps, darkening the gray fabric. "You're on time," Julia said, dropping her stance. She grabbed a towel from a nearby bench press, wiped her neck. The uneven drag of her left foot scraped the mat as she closed the gap. "Door locked behind you?"

		Gwendolyn nodded, twisting the deadbolt herself. Her skirt stuck to the backs of her thighs from the drive over in Victor's hand-me-down Civic, AC busted since Reno. She smoothed it down, aware of how the hem rode up on her curves. "Yeah. Locked. Wouldn't want anyone walking in on... this."

		Julia's mouth quirked, just the corner. She tossed the towel aside, nodded toward a long folding table shoved against the far wall, flanked by two mismatched laptops. One a beat-up Dell with arena stickers peeling off the lid, the other a sleek MacBook, lid propped open to a paused fight clip. Power cords snaked to an orange extension strip taped to the floor. "Sit. We pull what we can from his cloud first. Your codes. Then I scrub footage for anything he might've doctored."

		Gwendolyn eased onto the metal stool, the seat cold through her panties. She cracked her own laptop, a slim Lenovo she'd bought on sale at Best Buy last Black Friday, screen flickering before settling. Julia dragged her stool close enough that their knees almost bumped, the heat from her skin cutting through the warehouse chill. Gwendolyn's thumb found the scar on her chin, nail digging into the divot until it itched. "Look," Julia said, elbows on the table now, voice pitched low over the hum of the cooling fans. "Storage room was a mistake. Heat of the moment, whatever. But Victor's got eyes everywhere. We fuck this up with distractions, we're done. No touching. No looks that linger. Files only. Got it?"

		The words landed flat, like a sparring glove to the solar plexus. Gwendolyn's thumb stilled. She wanted to say sure, easy, but her stomach twisted around the memory of Julia's thigh between her legs, the crate digging into her ass. Eager-to-please kicked in hard. "Got it. No distractions. Professional."

		Julia held her gaze a beat too long, then grunted approval. Turned to her screen. "Log in. Server's viclangpromo dot net. Backdoor through the guest portal."

		Gwendolyn typed fast, admin creds from Victor's notebook she'd photographed last week. Password: V1ct0rR1gs2023, with a one for the i like he thought it was clever. The cloud dashboard bloomed, folders stacked like betting slips: Contracts, FighterDossiers, RiggedOdds. She clicked the one labeled ArchivedFootage, heart picking up as thumbnails loaded. Reyes prelims. Hendricks title defense. Grainy stills from her brother's last bout flickered past. Julia leaned in from her side, breath brushing Gwendolyn's ear. "There. That subfolder, brother's fight. Pull metadata."

		Gwendolyn dragged the files to a USB stick, the plastic warmer than it should be from her palm. Julia's MacBook played a clip beside them, volume low: some undercard bout from the Mandalay, crowd roar muffled. Julia fast-forwarded, paused on a takedown. "See that? Knee buckled wrong. Victor's planting shit to make it look like I tapped early on purpose."

		Gwendolyn glanced over, screen glare catching the tribal ink on Julia's bicep, lines twisting like vines under the sweat sheen. She forced her eyes back to her own display. Thumb returned to the scar, pressing harder now, skin whitening around the nail. Victor had mentioned backups yesterday, casual like asking for coffee refills. What if these were decoys? Her family never taught her to push back, just nod and pour. Low self-esteem gnawed like a bad wrap job on her knuckles. "Got partials," she said, ejecting the stick. "Three gigs. Timestamps match the arena copy. But there's a locked partition. Needs his thumbprint or some biometrics bullshit."

		Julia snatched the USB, plugged it into her rig. Files cascaded open, waveforms spiking on audio tracks. She scrubbed through one, volume up a notch. Crowd gasp punched out, then the thud. Her brother's body hitting canvas. Julia's fingers gripped the trackpad edge, knuckles paling. "Planted. Look at the shadow on the ref. Wrong angle from the master cam."

		Gwendolyn scooted her stool an inch away. Rules. No distractions. But Julia's drag-foot shifted under the table, shin brushing her calf accidental-like. Heat zipped up her leg, panties going damp again. Stupid body. She busied her hands rerouting Victor's server logs through a VPN app, Tor browser icon bouncing as it connected. Julia froze the clip. "This. From my prelim last summer against Diaz. Victor's narrative: I threw it for a payout. Shadow proves the tape's spliced. Crowd noise loops at 1:42."

		Gwendolyn peered closer despite herself. The laptop fans whirred louder, or maybe it was her pulse in her ears. Julia's arm flexed, tattoo ridges standing out sharp under the fluorescents. That ink looked softer up close, edges blurred like watercolor bleed. Gwendolyn imagined tracing it with her tongue, salt taste mixing with chalk dust. Thumb dug deeper into the scar, drawing a pinprick of blood. "Chill," Julia said, not looking up. Her voice came out gravel. "We're close. Run the decrypt on that partition."

		Gwendolyn tabbed over, fed in a brute-force script from a dark web forum she'd bookmarked months back, back when Victor first made her log his shady deposits. Progress bar crept: 23%. 47%. Julia's knee nudged hers again, staying put this time. Warehouse pipes groaned overhead, dripping somewhere in the rafters. "You smell like that vanilla shit still," Julia muttered. Eyes on her screen. "From the hall."

		Gwendolyn's cheeks burned. She wanted to deny it, spray some cover-up from her purse, but the lotion was her one constant, the kind from Bath & Body Works that her mom used to buy before the neglect set in proper. "Sorry. Rules, right?"

		"Yeah." Julia exhaled through her nose. Pulled her leg back. Progress hit 89%. Then ding. Partition cracked. Files spilled: more footage, ledgers tagged PayoffsToRefs.pdf, even a voice memo. Victor's drawl: "Hendricks tanks the main, we clean six figures. Backup the brother's end to leverage."

		Gwendolyn's thumb slipped off the scar, smearing red onto her keyboard spacebar. Victor's reach went deeper than arena offices. Planted evidence on Julia's prelims meant he'd rigged half the card last season. Her job, her apartment lease under his promo company. One leak, and she was couch-surfing with cousins who barely called. Julia yanked the USB free, zipped it into a wrist pouch from the weight rack. Stood, gait dragging as she paced to the heavy bag, glove up and snapping a combo. Thud-thud-thwack. "Partials confirm the splice. We take this to his physical drives next. Vault under the casino district, I know a guy with prelim access."

		Gwendolyn closed her laptop, stool legs screeching as she pushed back. Body heat lingered where their legs had touched, a ghost brand. She stood, purse strap twisting in her fist. "Vault. Okay. When?"

		"Tonight." Julia turned, sweat flicking off her brow. Close again, too close, tattoo gleaming wet. Her hand twitched like it wanted to grab, but dropped to her side. "You in?"

		Gwendolyn nodded, too quick. Eager. Yielding. The scar throbbed, blood tacky under her nail. Julia's eyes dipped to it, then away. Warehouse door rattled faint from a truck rumbling past outside on Decatur. "Yeah," Gwendolyn said. "I'm in."

		Julia grabbed a water bottle from the mini-fridge humming by the table, Poly-Spine label peeling. Unscrewed the cap, chugged half. Droplets tracked down her chin, splashing her tank. She wiped her mouth with her forearm, tattoo flexing full. "Gear up then. Vault's tight. Bring gloves, no prints."

		Gwendolyn dug in her purse for a spare hair tie, twisting her hair into a knot that pulled at her scalp. Julia watched, stool knocked aside accidental with her bad knee. They both bent for it at once, heads nearly knocking. Julia's fingers brushed her wrist first, electric snag before she yanked back. "Fuck the rules for a second," Julia said, straightening slow. Her free hand cupped Gwendolyn's jaw, thumb swiping the bloodied scar rough. Pressed until Gwendolyn's mouth parted on a gasp. "You're bleeding."

		"It's nothing." Gwendolyn's voice came small. Julia's grip tightened, tilting her chin up. Warehouse air thickened with their breaths, chalk dust swirling in the light shafts. Julia's mouth crashed down, tongue shoving in demanding. Gwendolyn moaned into it, hands fisting Julia's tank, bunching the damp cotton. Julia spun her against the table edge, stools clattering away. One hand yanked Gwendolyn's skirt high, fingers hooking her panties aside. Two digits plunged into her soaked pussy, knuckles deep, thrusting hard while her palm ground her clit. Gwendolyn bucked, table digging her ass. Julia's mouth left hers, trailing bites down her neck, sucking the pulse point until it bruised. "Wet already. Rules my ass."

		"Yes," Gwendolyn whimpered, legs spreading wider. Julia curled her fingers, hitting that spot inside, relentless pump. Gwendolyn's walls clenched, orgasm ripping fast, juices slicking Julia's wrist as she cried out, nails raking the tank. Julia pulled free, slick fingers shoving into Gwendolyn's mouth. "Clean it." Gwendolyn sucked greedy, tongue swirling salt and her own tang. Julia groaned, free hand palming her own shorts, rubbing through the fabric. She dropped to her knees then, uneven gait be damned, yanking Gwendolyn's thighs apart. Tongue lapped her dripping folds, flat strokes up to circle her clit. Fingers dug bruises into her hips. Gwendolyn threaded hands in Julia's hair, pulling her closer. Julia sucked hard, teeth grazing, until Gwendolyn shattered again, thighs quaking around her ears. Julia rose, shoving Gwendolyn flat on the table. Laptops shoved aside, cords tangling. She stripped her shorts, climbing up, wet pussy grinding direct on Gwendolyn's. Clits bumping urgent, hips rolling slick friction. Julia's tattoo pressed hot to Gwendolyn's arm, sweat mingling. "Come with me," Julia ordered, pace brutal. Gwendolyn arched, clit throbbing under the pressure, release coiling tight. They peaked together, Julia's grunt low against her neck, bodies shuddering sticky. Julia rolled off first, breathing ragged. Grabbed the USB pouch from the floor. "Vault. Midnight. Don't be late."

		Gwendolyn sat up, skirt twisted, thighs gleaming. Julia's gaze lingered on the mess between her legs, then flicked away. Door code echoed in her head: 9-7-3-1. She nodded, sliding off the table on rubber legs. "Partials go in my safe here first," Julia said, punching digits into a wall-mounted locker by the fridge. Click. "Tell no one."

		Gwendolyn tugged her skirt straight, thumb returning to the scar, now smeared with Julia's saliva. "Vault. Midnight."

		Julia nodded once, turning back to the heavy bag. Thud. Her fist sank deep into the leather.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 5

		

		The Evidence Vault Search

		

		

		Julia's knuckles split open on the next swing, blood smearing the bag's worn vinyl. She wrapped her hands tighter, tape biting into the fresh cut, and drove another hook into the seam. Sweat dripped from her chin onto the mat, pooling in the scuff marks from last week's spar. The fridge hummed behind her, the USB pouch locked away now with those partial files. Midnight loomed. She glanced at the clock above the door: 10:47. Enough time to scrub the day's grime. She stripped under the showerhead, hot water pounding her shoulders. Soap suds ran pink from her knuckles as she scrubbed her tattoo, the tribal lines stark under the fluorescent buzz. Gwendolyn's taste lingered on her skin, faint salt from those last desperate grinds. Julia shut her eyes. Her brother used to tape her hands like this before fights, muttering about focus. She toweled off quick, pulled on black cargos, a compression tank, and her knee brace. The drive to the casino district took twenty minutes, traffic thin on the Strip after the shows let out. She parked in the employee lot behind the Venetian, hood up against the security cams Victor's guys probably monitored. Gwendolyn waited in the shadows by the service elevator, skirt swapped for yoga pants and a hoodie that hung loose on her curves. Her thumb rubbed that scar on her chin, the skin red from earlier. Julia nodded once. "Code?"

		Gwendolyn tapped her phone screen. "9-7-3-1 gets us to sublevel three. Server room's past the first gate. You got the bypass kit?"

		Julia patted her thigh pocket, the slim toolkit heavy against her quad. The elevator dropped smooth, no ding, just the whine of cables. Sublevel three smelled like damp concrete mixed with fried electronics, ozone sharp in her nostrils. Dim red emergency strips lit the corridor, footlights reflecting off grated floors that hummed with distant AC units. Gwendolyn punched the code at the first gate. Locks clunked open. Julia scanned the hall, hand on the baton clipped to her belt. Victor's reach meant eyes everywhere, but this vault predated his promoter gig, a relic from the casino's poker scandals. The inner door loomed, steel reinforced with a keypad glowing blue and floor plates wired for pressure. Julia knelt, prying the sensor panel with a flathead from her kit. Wires snaked inside, red and black twisted tight. "Keypad first," she said. "Two minutes max, or it trips."

		Gwendolyn crouched beside her, fingers hovering over the numbers. Her breath came quick, hoodie sleeve brushing Julia's arm. The contact sent a jolt up Julia's spine, unwanted heat pooling low. Focus. She clipped the pressure leads, jumper bridging the circuit with a faint spark. "Sensors cold. Go."

		Gwendolyn's nails clicked on plastic, sequence flying from memory: her admin overrides from Victor's office logs. The keypad beeped green. Door hissed hydraulic. Inside, racks of blinking drives lined the walls, blue LEDs pulsing like heartbeats. Air conditioning blasted cold, raising gooseflesh on Julia's arms. Gwendolyn slipped in first, boots soft on the raised flooring. Julia followed, baton out now, sweeping corners. A terminal sat central, monitor dark. "Ledger's on the backups," Gwendolyn said, plugging her thumb drive into a port. Screen flickered to life, directories scrolling. Her hip bumped Julia's as she leaned in, the curve of it pressing firm through thin fabric. Julia's grip tightened on the baton. Those rules from the facility? Shredded now, like the tape on her knuckles. "Victor rigs prelims," Gwendolyn muttered, scrolling files. "Here. Fight_ledger_24.qxd." She yanked a portable drive from her pocket, copying data. Progress bar crawled: 23%. The space shrank around them, racks closing in, Gwendolyn's shampoo scent cutting the ozone. Julia's knee twinged, uneven gait forcing her closer. She braced one hand on the terminal edge, body crowding Gwendolyn's back. Heat radiated off her, yoga pants stretched taut over ass cheeks. "Almost," Gwendolyn whispered. Her voice hitched as Julia's thigh slotted between hers, deliberate now. The copy hit 87%. Julia's free hand found Gwendolyn's hip, fingers digging in. She ground forward, her cargos rasping against yoga fabric. Gwendolyn arched back, a soft noise escaping, thumb still on her scar but pressing harder. Bar filled. Drive ejected with a click. Julia spun her, shoving her ass onto the terminal ledge. Monitors rattled. "Evidence secured," she growled, yanking the hoodie zipper down. Full breasts spilled free, no bra, nipples peaked from the cold. Julia palmed one rough, twisting the bud until Gwendolyn gasped, legs parting wide. "You broke first," Gwendolyn said, but her hands tugged Julia's tank up, nails scraping toned abs. Julia bit her collarbone, teeth marking skin. She hooked fingers in yoga waistband, shoving down with pants. Gwendolyn's pussy gleamed bare, lips swollen, clit peeking from the hood. Julia dropped to one knee, brace creaking, and dragged her tongue flat up the slit. Salt and musk flooded her mouth. Gwendolyn's thighs clamped her ears, heels digging calves. Julia sucked the clit hard, teeth grazing the nub. Two fingers plunged deep, curling against the front wall. Gwendolyn bucked, drive clutched in one fist, the other fisting Julia's short hair. "Fuck, yes," she panted. Walls clenched slick around the thrust, juices dripping to Julia's wrist. She pumped faster, tongue flicking relentless. Gwendolyn shattered quick, cry echoing off the racks, pussy spasming. Julia rose, shedding cargos and brace. Her own pussy throbbed, wetness slicking inner thighs. She boosted Gwendolyn higher, feet dangling, and straddled the ledge facing her. Wet folds slapped together, clits grinding direct. Julia gripped the rack behind, hips snapping brutal rhythm. Sweat beaded between her breasts, tattoo slick under the LEDs. Gwendolyn's scar brushed her jaw as they kissed, messy and teeth-clashing, tongues battling for dominance Julia claimed quick. "Come," Julia ordered against her mouth. Pace brutalized, friction burning clit to spark. Gwendolyn's nails raked her back, drawing red lines. They peaked synced, Gwendolyn's pussy pulsing against hers, juices mingling sticky on thighs. Julia ground through aftershocks, low groan vibrating her chest. She slid off first, breath ragged, snagging cargos. Gwendolyn slumped, pants tangled at ankles, drive tucked safe in her bra. Julia wiped her mouth with cargo back, tasting them both. "Ledger shows his bribes. Dates match my brother's fight."

		Gwendolyn nodded, tugging pants up, zipper snagging once. "Rigged prelims too. Leverage."

		They slipped out quiet, gate relocking behind. Elevator rose to street level, casino bass thumping distant through walls. Julia's knee protested the stairs to the lot, gait pulling uneven. Gwendolyn leaned close in the shadows, thumb back on scar. "Rules?"

		"Fuck the rules." Julia pocketed the drive copy she'd snagged mid-thrust. Original stayed with Gwendolyn. "This gets us the master. But Victor's got layers. We need an inside line."

		Gwendolyn pulled her phone, screen lighting her face. "Lena Brooks. Gym manager. Knows his drops."

		Julia flexed her split knuckles, blood crusting fresh. "Underground spot off Fremont. Tomorrow night." She started the engine, tires crunching gravel. Headlights swept the lot as they peeled out, ledger data burning in her pocket like a live wire. Victor's deadline ticked closer, but now they had teeth.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 6

		

		The Gym Informant Meeting

		

		

		Gwendolyn gripped the door handle of the black Chevy Tahoe as Julia swung it into the narrow alley off Fremont Street. Neon from a pawn shop flickered across the windshield, turning the dashboard gauges bloody red. The engine cut with a rumble, and Julia killed the lights, leaving them in the kind of dark that pressed against Gwendolyn's temples like a thumb. She rubbed the heel of her hand over her scar, the raised skin catching on a loose cuticle she'd picked raw that morning. Tomorrow night had arrived too fast, the ledger drive still warm in her bra from last night's copy, its data a knot she couldn't untie alone. Julia popped her door first, boot hitting gravel with a crunch. "Stay close. This place draws the wrong crowd after ten." Her voice scraped low, the kind that expected obedience without asking. Gwendolyn nodded, sliding out into the muggy heat, her sneakers scuffing against discarded bottle caps. The alley smelled like piss and fried onions from a cart two blocks over. Julia's hand brushed her lower back for a second, steering her toward a rusted metal door half-hidden by overflowing dumpsters. No sign, just a fist-shaped knocker dented from use. Inside, stairs spiraled down under a single bare bulb, the concrete steps slick with tracked-in grime. Thuds echoed up, meaty impacts that vibrated through Gwendolyn's soles. She counted fourteen steps before the air thickened, sweat and liniment hitting her like a slap. The gym sprawled open under low ceilings, chain-link cages ringing the edges where two guys sparred shirtless, gloves popping against pads. Mats peeled at the corners, stained dark from god-knows-what. A woman behind the counter tallied receipts on a battered laptop, her arms corded from years of spotting heavy lifts, black hair cropped short under a backward Raiders cap. Julia scanned the room, gait pulling uneven as she led the way. Gwendolyn stuck half a step behind, her pulse kicking up at the stares from a cluster of fighters nursing Gatorades on benches. One wiped blood from his nose with his wrist tape, eyes lingering on her curves a beat too long. She tugged her hoodie zipper higher, fabric bunching under her breasts. "Lena," Julia called over the bag work, voice cutting through the rhythm. The woman looked up, squinting past the laptop glow. She was mid-forties maybe, skin toughened like leather left in the sun, a silver hoop in one eyebrow glinting as she set down her pen. "You Hendricks?" Lena slid off the stool, wiping hands on cargo pants faded at the knees. "Heard you were coming. Said it was about Victor."

		Julia jerked her chin toward a door marked "Office - No Entry." "Private."

		Lena grabbed a ring of keys from a hook, jangling them as she rounded the counter. "Follow me. These meatheads don't need the gossip fuel." She unlocked the door, shoving it open to a cramped room smelling of stale coffee and Sharpie. A desk piled with fight flyers, a sagging couch, one bulb swinging overhead. Gwendolyn eased in last, door clicking shut behind her. Julia dropped onto the couch arm, knees splayed wide. "You run Victor's drops here. We need the safe code. His office safe. Master file's inside."

		Lena leaned against the desk, crossing her arms. "Yeah, I handle his gear shipments. Protein tubs, tape rolls, whatever. He stashes shit in the false bottoms sometimes." She paused, eyeing Gwendolyn like she was measuring weight class. "Who's the tagalong?"

		"Gwen," Gwendolyn said quick, before Julia could. Her voice came out thinner than she wanted, fingers twisting the hoodie drawstring into a knot. "I work for him. Know his servers."

		Lena snorted, picking at a hangnail on her thumb. "Assistant, huh? Poor kid. Victor chews through those like gum." She pushed off the desk, rummaged in a drawer, and pulled out a crumpled notepad. Flipped to a page scribbled in blue ink. "Safe's a Sargent & Greenleaf, electronic. He changed it last week after some promoter spat. I overheard the digits when he tested it on a drop. 4-7-2-9. Birthday or some shit. Try it twice, it wipes."

		Julia's tattoo flexed as she pulled out her phone, thumbing open a notes app. "You got proof this works? We fuck it up, he knows."

		Lena shrugged one shoulder. "Tested it myself on a duffel he left. Took two stacks of hundreds, no alarms." She tapped the notepad. "But listen. Victor's not sloppy. That safe's got a camera feed to his phone. And backups. USB in his gym locker here, encrypted drive at the Bellagio penthouse. I seen him swap 'em weekly. Your brother's tape? Dupe city."

		Gwendolyn's stomach soured, like the milk in her fridge back home. She leaned forward, elbows on knees. "Weekly swaps? Exact days?"

		"Tuesdays, post-weigh-in. Drops it here first, then casino." Lena's hoop caught the light as she tilted her head. "Why you two chasing this? Victor's got the whole circuit by the balls. Lose the fight, or he leaks whatever."

		Julia shot Gwendolyn a look, sharp enough to draw blood. "Not your business. You in or out?"

		Lena held the stare, then barked a laugh. "In, for a cut if you nail him. Monitor his ass? Yeah. I got eyes on the back entrance, feeds from the lot. Text me your burner." She rattled off her number, Julia punching it in. Gwendolyn chewed the inside of her cheek, tasting copper. The ledger data burned against her skin, bribes lining up with Julia's brother's prelim. But layers. Always layers. "What about the locker? Can we grab the USB tonight?"

		Lena shook her head. "Combo's biometric. Thumb only. He's here Thursdays for pads." She scribbled a locker number on the notepad: 17. Ripped the page, slid it across. "Stake it then. But quiet. Victor's got boys sniffing for disloyalty."

		The office door rattled, a fist banging twice. "Yo, Lena! Need ice for my fucking shin!"

		"Coming," Lena yelled back, pocketing keys. She straightened, cap shadowing her eyes. "That's your window. Code's good till he swaps again. Don't fuck me over."

		Julia pocketed the note, standing with a grunt as her knee popped. "We won't."

		Gwendolyn followed them out, the gym noise crashing back in waves. A fighter shadowboxed near the bags, footwork sloppy from too many rounds. She caught a whiff of her own deodorant failing, pits damp under the hoodie. Julia's hand grazed her wrist again, thumb pressing once, hard. Signal or claim, Gwendolyn couldn't sort it. They hit the alley stairs first, cool air slapping after the underground fug. Julia peeled the Tahoe out fast, tires squealing on wet asphalt from an earlier sprinkle. Gwendolyn pulled the crumpled paper from Julia's pocket when they hit a red at Boulder Highway, smoothing it on her thigh. "4-7-2-9," she read low. "We hit the office tomorrow?"

		Julia's fingers drummed the wheel, knuckles split and scabbed. "Penthouse first. USB here Thursday. But Lena's feed..." She trailed, eyes on the rearview. A black Escalade paced them two cars back. Gwendolyn twisted, spotting the glint off its grill. "That's Victor's plates. Nevada 7-1-9. Shit."

		Julia floored it through the yellow, weaving into casino traffic. Horns blared, a taxi swerving. "Burner. Text Lena. Now."

		Gwendolyn yanked her phone, thumbs flying. Escalade tailing. Fremont exit. Help? Sent to the new number. Lena's reply buzzed thirty seconds later: On it. Lose him at the Strat underpass. Julia cut sharp, tires chirping into the underpass shadows. Gwendolyn braced against the door, her scar itching like it always did before a breakdown. The Escalade blew past overhead, brake lights flaring late. Julia exhaled through her teeth. "Close."

		Gwendolyn's phone lit again. Lena: Plate traced. Victor's driver. Ditched him. Meet my place. Fremont and 9th, apt 3B. Floor plans waiting. Code test run. Julia snatched a glance. "Tell her we're coming."

		En route, Gwendolyn typed, hitting send. The city lights smeared past, casino marquees screaming jackpots nobody won. Her bra itched around the drive, ledger dates mocking her. Rigged prelims, brother's fight. Victor's thumbprint everywhere. Julia's hand landed on her knee, squeezing once. "You good?"

		Gwendolyn nodded, twisting the drawstring tighter. "Yeah. Just... layers." The underpass spat them onto the strip, Strat's needle piercing the sky ahead. They parked two blocks from Lena's, walking the rest under buzzing streetlamps. Apartment 3B door swung open before Julia knocked, Lena in a tank top, beer in hand. "Inside. Victor's circling tonight. Plans on the table."

		Gwendolyn stepped over the threshold, the smell of takeout lo mein hitting her empty gut. Floor plans unrolled across a coffee table scarred with ring marks, red pen tracing Victor's office layout. Safe marked in the corner, locker 17 sketched beside. Lena tapped the safe icon. "4-7-2-9. Test it quiet. Camera blind spot here." Her pen circled a vent. "I jam the feed ten minutes max."

		Julia bent over the table, uneven stance pulling her shirt tight across her back. "Penthouse key?"

		"Working on it." Lena cracked her beer, foam spilling over knuckles. "You two look like you need this more than me."

		Gwendolyn's cheeks heated, remembering Julia's mouth on her yesterday, the rack digging into her spine. She busied herself folding the gym note, code memorized now. 4729. Simple as a locker combo, deadly as a sentence. Julia straightened, pointing at the casino elevation. "Entry here. Service elevator. Gwen?"

		She blinked up. "I got staff codes. Override."

		Lena nodded, sliding them both fresh burners from her pocket. "Synced to my feed. Victor moves tomorrow post-fight promo. Your shot."

		The room went quiet, just the hum of a window AC and distant slot pulls from the street. Gwendolyn traced the safe outline with her pinky, nail bitten to the quick. One code away from the master. Or deeper shit. Julia's phone buzzed, Victor's name flashing. She silenced it, jaw working side to side. "He wants a check-in. Title prep bullshit."

		"Stall," Lena said. "Say you're drilling pads."

		Gwendolyn's burner vibrated. Unknown: Watching you squirm. Lose or leak. No number, just the threat. She showed Julia, who crushed the paper in her fist. "Tonight," Julia said. "We run the route dry."

		Lena rolled the plans. "Lead.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 7

		

		The Safe Code Gamble

		

		

		Lena's voice hung in the thick air, her calloused fingers already curling the edges of the casino blueprint. Julia snatched the paper before it rolled shut, flattening it again with her palm against the scarred coffee table. The wood's rings dug into her skin like tiny fight scars, same as the ones she'd earned wrapping her brother's wrists before his last amateur bout. She shook that off, focused on the red-inked safe in Victor's office corner. 4-7-2-9. Four quick taps on a digital pad, and the master video could spill out. "Lead what?" Julia asked, her voice low to match the AC's drone. She shifted weight off her bad knee, the twinge shooting up her thigh like always after too many hours on mats. Lena leaned back on the sagging couch, beer bottle dangling from two fingers. "Lead the dry run. You said tonight. Service elevator's got a staff override, right, Gwen?" She nodded at Gwendolyn, who stood by the kitchenette counter, burner phone still clutched in her fist like it'd bite. Gwendolyn nodded fast, her pinky nail scraping the table edge now instead of the safe outline. "Yeah. 9-1-7-4. Punches in every time, even on lockdown." Her voice came out steady, but Julia caught the way her shoulders hunched forward, like she wanted to fold into the room's dim corners. Julia traced the elevator shaft on the plan with her thumb, ignoring the heat from Gwendolyn's body two feet away. They'd kept distance since the vault, rules holding like cheap tape, but here in Lena's cramped space, elbows bumped every lean-in. "We hit the blind spot at the vent. Lena jams feed. Gwen punches override. I pop the safe. Five minutes in, five out. Victor's promo tomorrow means his office sits empty post-midnight."

		Lena set her beer down with a clink, foam ring staining the table. "Promo runs till two. He crashes penthouse after, two guards on rotation. But that safe? Biometrics backup if the code glitches. Thumb scan." She tapped her own thumb against the plan, right over the safe icon. Julia's bicep flexed under her shirt, the tribal ink itching like it did before a title weigh-in. Brother's death had left gaps in her plans before, ones no tape or wrap could cover. "We loop the feed instead. Your jammer got range for that?"

		"Twelve feet," Lena said. "Enough if you park the thumb right. Victor's sloppy with his desk shit. Coffee mug stains everywhere. Wipe one, press, done." She pulled a small black box from her hoodie pocket, thumb-sized, LEDs blinking green. "This spoofs the scan. Borrowed from a bookie who owed me. Test it on my door lock first."

		Gwendolyn edged closer, her curvy hip brushing Julia's arm as she peered at the device. Julia didn't pull away. The contact sent a spark up her skin, same as yesterday's rack grind, but she locked it down. Focus. "Show me," Julia said to Lena. Lena stood, crossing to her apartment door in three strides. Deadbolt gleamed under the single bulb overhead. She slapped the box against the panel, held for ten seconds. Click. Lock popped open. "Biometrics dummy. Matches any print long as it's flesh."

		Julia took the box, weight light like a car key fob. She pressed it to her palm, felt the faint hum. "Gwen, door." Gwendolyn blinked, then twisted the knob. Locked again. Julia held it steady, counted. Click. Open. Simple. Her pulse settled. One less variable. "Good," Julia said, tossing it back. "Lena, you on eyes tomorrow. Text drop if Victor shifts early."

		Lena pocketed it, grabbed another beer from the mini-fridge, the door seal hissing like a bad knee wrap. "Synced burners ping me real-time. I got a guy at the casino valet, owes for a fixed spar last year. Feeds car arrivals." She popped the cap, handed it to Gwendolyn without asking. "Drink. You look like you're chewing glass."

		Gwendolyn took it, fingers wrapping the bottle tight. She sipped, foam clinging to her upper lip before she licked it off. Julia watched that tongue flick, mind snagging on the storage room taste, salt and want. Cut it. She turned back to the table, unrolling a second sheet, the penthouse level. "Backup if safe's dry. Locker 17. Victor stashes originals there sometimes, per your gym snitch."

		Lena snorted, dropping onto a stool. "Locker's got a combo pad, not digital. 33-16-9. Old school. But it's chained. Need bolt cutters."

		"Got 'em in the truck," Julia said. Her burner buzzed once, Victor's line again. She ignored it, thumb mashing silent. "We stage tonight. Run the route empty, time the vents."

		Gwendolyn set her beer down half-empty, condensation pooling under the bottle. "Service elevator's monitored till four a.m. Even overrides log timestamps." She pointed to a side note on the plan, her scar on her chin catching the light when she leaned in. Julia smelled her shampoo, something cheap like dollar-store coconut. "Logs wipe on reboot. You got admin, right?"

		Gwen nodded, but slower this time. "Reboot takes thirty seconds blind. If someone's in dispatch..."

		Lena cut in. "Dispatch is Raj Tuesdays. Bored out of his skull, plays Candy Crush on shift. I slip him a hundred, he looks away."

		Julia straightened, knee protesting the shift. Plan locked. Lena's pieces fit clean, gym rat loyalty turning the tide. "We move at one. Truck parked block out. Gwen, staff badge stays visible till elevator." She folded the plans into a tight square, stuffed it in her back pocket. The room settled into quiet, just the AC rattle and traffic hum from Fremont Street. Gwendolyn fiddled with her burner, scrolling the threat text again. Watching you squirm. Julia wanted to smash Victor's face into a canvas, watch blood pool like her brother's post-fight ice packs. Another buzz. Gwendolyn's this time. She yanked it up, screen glowing blue. "It's... video." Her voice cracked on the last word. Julia grabbed it, thumbed play. Grainy footage filled the screen, timestamped yesterday. Gwendolyn at the arena hallway, curvy frame backed against the wall, Victor's hand on her shoulder, mouth too close to her ear. Then cut to her leaving the gym tonight, glancing over her shoulder at shadows. Text overlay: Squirm harder. Master deletes tomorrow unless you fold. Penthouse. Midnight. "Fuck," Lena said, peering over Julia's shoulder. "He's got arena cams looped to his phone. Personal."

		Gwendolyn's hand shook when she took the phone back, but she gripped it like a weight plate. "Midnight's too soon. Promo's tomorrow."

		Julia's fist clenched the table edge, knuckles popping. Victor touching her. That hand on Gwen's shoulder, same one that'd rigged her brother's last fight, the one that ended him in a hospital bed. Grief twisted in her gut, hot and familiar. "We hit tonight. Dry run turns live if he's out."

		"No," Gwendolyn said quick, her yielding gone sharp for once. "He knows I'm with you. That video... he's baiting."

		Julia turned, close enough to feel Gwendolyn's breath hitch. "Baiting means he's close. We end it now." Her voice came out commanding, the fighter tone that cleared cages. Lena cracked her third beer, foam dripping to the floorboards. "She's right. Victor's penthouse has panic feeds. Trip one, whole security lights up. But my guy's got his schedule. Promo prep locks him casino-side till three."

		Gwendolyn's eyes flicked to Julia's, holding longer than rules allowed. "We go together. Override and safe. No split."

		Dependence. Julia felt it snag, like a bad clinch. Gwendolyn's calm under fire, her quick codes, the way she didn't flinch in the vault. Needed that now, with Victor's thumb on her trigger. "Together," Julia agreed. She pulled Gwendolyn's burner from her hand, deleted the video, but the image stuck. Her at the arena, pale and cornered. Lena stood, grabbing her hoodie from a chair back. "I'll tail to the casino. Jam test run on the real cams, see if Victor's got overrides." She tossed Julia a keyring, casino valet tag dangling. "Backup ride if your truck's hot."

		Julia caught it one-handed. "One a.m. sharp." Lena nodded, slipped out the door, lock clicking behind her. Alone now, or close. Gwendolyn sank onto the couch, knees together, hands clasped between. Julia paced three steps, knee grinding, stopped at the window. Neon bled through cheap blinds, Fremont's slots whining like distant crowds. "He won't delete," Gwendolyn said to the floor. "Just wants me there. Alone."

		Julia spun back. "Not happening." She dropped beside her, close enough thighs touched. Heat seeped through denim. "We get the master first. Your code, my hands."

		Gwendolyn's scar twitched when she swallowed. "What if it's rigged? Biometrics fail-safe."

		"Then we cut his thumb." Julia half-meant it. Victor's face flashed, brother's blood on canvas. She gripped Gwendolyn's knee instead, firm. "You punch override. I handle rest."

		Gwen's hand covered hers, warm and steady. "Okay."

		Julia's tattoo itched again, under the shirt sleeve. She slid her grip higher, thigh muscle jumping under her palm. Rules frayed here, Victor's threat burning them. Gwendolyn leaned in, breath on Julia's neck. Burner buzzed. Lena: En route casino. Victor's Benz left arena 20 min ago. Penthouse vector. Julia showed it. "He's moving."

		Gwendolyn stood, grabbing her jacket from the chair. "Now?"

		"Tonight's dry turns wet." Julia rose, knee steadying. She cupped Gwendolyn's chin, thumb over the scar. "Stay on me."

		Gwen nodded, eyes locked. Julia dropped her hand, grabbed the bolt cutters from her bag by the door. Plans burned in her pocket. One code. Victor's end. Lena's text pinged again: Guards doubling. Your call.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 8

		

		The Tattoo Reflection

		

		

		Gwendolyn's thumb hovered over the burner screen, Lena's words glowing under the apartment's yellow bulb. Guards doubling. Julia leaned in from the couch arm, her breath cutting the stuff between them. "Call it off for tonight. Facility's got the jammers and the back line to her secure phone."

		She nodded, too quick, like always. Typed back: Abort tail. Facility. Bring prints. Julia pocketed the bolt cutters, grabbed the floor plans rolled tight in her fist. Gwendolyn snatched her jacket, the zipper catching on a loose thread from last week's snag. Door locked behind them with a solid thunk, hallway stairs creaking under Julia's heavier steps. Outside, the apartment lot baked under sodium lamps, gravel crunching as they piled into Julia's truck, an old F-150 with duct tape sealing a dash crack. Gwendolyn buckled in, the vinyl seat sticky against her thighs even at midnight. Julia fired the engine, radio spitting static before she punched it off. Fremont Street's glow smeared past the window, casino marquees hawking $4.99 shrimp buffets and slots with leprechaun faces. Julia's knee clicked when she shifted gears, the sound louder than the tires on I-15 southbound. Ten minutes flat to the facility, a squat warehouse off Sahara with roll-up doors scarred from years of truck backs. Julia thumbed the remote, chain rattling up as halogen floods snapped on, painting the lot in stark white. Inside smelled like yesterday's sparring, chalk dust thick enough to coat her tongue, mixed with the faint rubber bite from the octagon mats. Gwendolyn dropped her jacket over a folding chair, the metal frame wobbling. Julia flicked on the planning table light, a desk lamp clamped to a weight bench, its beam hitting stacks of USB drives and a laptop already open to satellite maps of Victor's penthouse. Door rattled again twenty minutes later. Lena shouldered in, hoodie zipped to her chin, manila envelope fat under her arm. "Benz parked valet. Two suits on the elevators now, rotating shifts." She slapped the envelope down, spilling casino blueprints across the table's scarred laminate. Blueprints showed service ducts, HVAC shafts marked in faded pencil. Gwendolyn pulled a stool close, knees bumping Julia's under the table edge. Lena dragged over a spare bench, her sneakers squeaking on the mat edge. Julia unrolled the top print, finger stabbing the penthouse level. "Code hits the safe here. Gwen overrides if biometrics glitch." Her voice stayed flat, but her elbow grazed Gwendolyn's arm when she leaned for the marker. Gwendolyn traced the duct line, pencil nub scratching paper. Julia's bicep flexed under the shirtsleeve, tribal lines peeking black against her skin. That ink always pulled her eyes, thick vines twisting like they held something locked tight. Lena snorted from across the table, capping her water bottle with a twist. "You're different with her around, Julia. Softer edges. Like when you coach the lightweights, but dialed up." She said it casual, eyes on the blueprint, but the words landed square in Gwendolyn's chest. Julia paused mid-mark, Sharpie hovering. "Focus on the shaft access. Victor's got motion in the ducts."

		Gwendolyn's nail caught the paper corner, tearing a half-inch rip. Softer. She'd seen it too, in the apartment, Julia's grip on her knee not bruising hard. The storage room heat flickered back, Julia's mouth hot on her collarbone, fingers digging just enough to mark without breaking skin. Low self-esteem whispered old lines, the kind her mom spat over dinner plates growing up, you're the spare kid, always tagging. Eager to please, yeah, but what if it bent wrong here? Julia needed a fighter's backup, not some assistant with a chin scar from tripping down basement stairs at twelve. They bent closer over the laptop next, Julia's shoulder pressing Gwendolyn's as the screen loaded Victor's arena schedule. Two weeks to the title fight, prelims stacking like dominoes. Her blouse stuck to her side where sweat pooled, the facility's AC unit rattling from the far wall like a distant chainsaw. Lena sketched jammer radii in red pen, muttering about signal bounce off the casino's steel girders. Julia's hand brushed Gwendolyn's wrist when she adjusted the mouse, stayed a beat too long. Heat climbed her neck. Proximity like this, hours blurring under the lamp's glare, made the air feel smaller. "Victor holes up post-event," Lena said, tapping a timestamp. "Guards peak at two a.m., then slack." She yawned, checked her watch, a cheap Timex with a cracked face. "I'm crashing the cot in back if you two got this." Julia nodded once. Lena shuffled off, gym bag dragging, door to the recovery room clicking shut behind her. Table cleared a little now, just the laptop glow and their coffee mugs, Styrofoam from the vending machine down the block, rings staining the wood. Gwendolyn's thigh pressed Julia's under the table, denim warm, unmoving. Julia tapped the screen, zooming Victor's safe schematics. "Your assistant badge gets hallway access. I ghost the service door." Her voice dipped lower, like the planning pulled something heavier. Tattoo sleeve rode up again when she reached for the coffee, full pattern exposed now, thorns curling around muscle that jumped under skin. Gwendolyn's fingertip itched to trace it. Storage room residue sat there, unspoken, every brush of arm or knee stoking it. Victor's threat loomed outside, his Benz probably parked under casino lights right now, but here the pull stayed inward. She shifted her stool, knee knocking Julia's shin accidental. Julia didn't pull back. Instead her hand dropped to Gwendolyn's thigh under the table, palm flat, thumb circling slow over the seam. "You see it too," Gwendolyn said, voice barely above the AC hum. Kept her eyes on the screen, safe schematics blurring. "Lena's right. You're... not as hard around me." Julia's thumb paused. Gwendolyn picked at the table's laminate edge, nail wedging into a cigarette burn from some old tenant. "I don't get why. I'm just the one who fucked up first, landed us here."

		Julia's grip tightened, fingers spreading wide over her thigh. "You didn't fuck up alone." She turned then, stool creaking, facing Gwendolyn full. Lamp light hit her face square, shadows under her eyes from knee pain or no sleep, hard to tell. "That vault run? Gym drop? Your hands on the panels steady when mine shook." Her free hand caught Gwendolyn's chin, thumb pressing light over the scar, not rough, just holding. Gwendolyn's breath hitched, stuck somewhere behind her ribs. Low spots rose like bad tide. Family dinners, her sister getting the praise, Gwendolyn the hand-me-down jeans with frayed hems. Neglect carved quiet, made her chase approval in bad bets like Victor's desk that first week. Julia's thumb moved, stroking the scar's ridge. "What?" Julia asked, close enough Gwendolyn smelled her soap, Irish Spring from the locker showers. "I'm not worth softening for." Words slipped out, small, aimed at the table. Her nail dug deeper into the burn mark, splinter lifting. "You need steel right now. Championship cage in weeks, Victor's thumb maybe next. I bend too easy. Always have."

		Julia's hand slid from chin to jaw, cupping firm, tilting her face up. Eyes steady, no flinch. "Steel bends too, Gwen. Look at my knee." She tapped her own leg under the table, the click audible. "Surgery graft holds, but it gives when I push. You steady me same way." Her thumb traced Gwendolyn's lower lip now, back and forth, slow drags that pulled heat low. Planning maps forgotten, laptop screen saver kicking in with bouncing casino logo. Gwendolyn's hand rose, fingers curling over Julia's wrist, feeling pulse jump under the tattoo's edge. Proximity won, hours of leans and brushes stacking till the table edge dug her ribs. She leaned in, mouth brushing Julia's jaw accidental, stubble faint there from skipped shave. Julia's breath shifted, rougher, hand on thigh sliding higher, inner seam territory now. Door to recovery room stayed shut, Lena's snores faint through the thin panel. Victor's guards doubled somewhere across town, but here the map crinkled under Julia's elbow. "You don't bend wrong," Julia said, lips at her ear, words vibrating bone. Her fingers hooked the blouse button at Gwendolyn's collar, popping it loose without asking. Gwendolyn's free hand gripped the table edge, knuckles paling. Tattoo ink flexed when Julia's arm moved, vines shifting like they breathed. Low self spots cracked a little, Julia's mouth finding the open collar skin, teeth grazing collarbone light. Burner vibrated on the table, screen lighting Lena's icon. Julia ignored it, hand under the table inching toward zipper. Gwendolyn's hips shifted forward unthinking, meeting the pressure. Text unread, plans scattered, Julia's next button tug half-done.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 9

		

		The Facility Locker Room

		

		

		Julia's fingers caught the next button, fabric parting over the curve of her rib. Gwendolyn's zipper teeth parted under the pressure from below, metal rasping soft against the wooden chair leg. The burner buzzed again, Lena's icon flashing insistent. Julia's mouth dragged along the new strip of skin, hot and open, tongue flicking the dip above her sternum. Gwendolyn twisted the hem of Julia's tank top in her fist, cotton bunching damp from training sweat. "Come on," Julia said, teeth nipping the edge of her bra lace. She stood without warning, uneven gait pulling Gwendolyn up with her, hand clamped on her wrist. The maps slid to the floor in a rustle of paper. Julia kicked the burner phone under the table, screen going dark. She tugged Gwendolyn toward the back hall, past the heavy bag swaying from an earlier combo, chain links clinking faint. Door to the locker room swung open on a hydraulic hiss. Steam hung in the air from the last fighter's shower, tile floors slick underfoot. Julia shouldered it shut, lock clicking home. She spun Gwendolyn against the lockers, blue metal cold through the open blouse front. Buttons strained as Julia's palms flattened her shoulders there, thumbs hooking the fabric wider. Gwendolyn's bag strap dug into her hip from where she'd dropped it half-on the bench, vinyl zipper tag scraping skin. Julia's knee nudged her thighs apart, pressing firm between them. "Been waiting," she said, voice gravel from the day's pads work. Her fingers worked the last buttons deliberate, blouse gaping to show the white cotton bra, cups sheer where sweat had bloomed earlier. Gwendolyn's nipples peaked against it, visible tight points. Julia peeled one cup down, mouth closing over the breast full, tongue laving the areola wet before suction pulled the nipple deep. Gwendolyn's scalp prickled, fingers scraping lockers for grip, nails catching on a flake of old paint. The pull tugged low, a fresh dampness seeping into her panties. Julia's free hand slid down, skipping the waistband to cup through denim, palm grinding the seam over her clit. Circles came firm, denim barrier rough, pressure building with each rotation. Gwendolyn's hips bucked once, chasing it, a whine slipping past her teeth. Julia released the nipple with a pop, wet shine left behind. She licked a stripe down Gwendolyn's neck first, salt from the day's tension, then bit light at the shoulder junction. "Off," she said, yanking the blouse down her arms. It pooled at her elbows till Gwendolyn shrugged it free, bra dangling loose now. Julia's mouth switched breasts, sucking harder this time, teeth grazing the peak while her hand popped the button-fly open, zipper dragging down. Fingers dove in, shoving panties aside to stroke direct, clit swollen under the pad of her thumb. Gwendolyn's knees buckled half an inch, Julia's thigh catching her weight. The circles sped, slick gathering on Julia's knuckles as she pumped two fingers shallow along her folds. "Wet already," Julia muttered against her skin, breath puffing hot. Gwendolyn smelled her own arousal mixing with the eucalyptus body wash on the shelves, sharp and green. She gripped Julia's tattooed bicep, vines inked thick under her palm, muscle flexing as Julia curled those fingers inside now, hooking the front wall. Gwendolyn's walls clenched around the intrusion, slick sounds wet in the humid room. Julia's thumb kept the clit pinned, rubbing relentless. Pressure coiled, thighs quivering. "Not yet." Julia pulled free abrupt, denim rasping back into place half-zipped. She spun Gwendolyn around, chest meeting cold locker again, cheek flat to the metal. The small scar on her chin scraped faint. Julia's hands stripped the jeans and panties down in one shove, pooling at her ankles. Gwendolyn toed off her sneakers quick, kicking the pile aside. Bent over the bench now, wooden slats rough under her palms, ass presented. Julia's weight settled behind, one hand gripping her hip bone, nails digging half-moons. The other parted her from behind, two fingers thrusting deep on the first push, walls stretching welcome. Julia pumped steady, knuckles bumping her entrance each withdraw, thumb circling her asshole light, teasing pressure. Gwendolyn pushed back, forehead dropping to the bench cushion, vinyl sticking to sweat-damp skin. Julia's rhythm built, fingers scissoring inside, curling to drag her g-spot deliberate. "Take it," Julia said, voice pitched low, hand on hip bruising tight. Wet slaps echoed off tile, Gwendolyn's moans pitching higher, clit throbbing untouched now but the angle hit it indirect through the pressure inside. Julia's free hand reached around, pinching the dangling nipple twisty, rolling till it burned sharp. Gwendolyn came then, walls fluttering hard around the fingers, thighs shaking as she dripped down Julia's wrist. Julia didn't stop, fucking through it, palm slapping her ass cheek once, pink print blooming. She straightened Gwendolyn up by the hair gentle, leading her stumbling to the showers. Spray hit cold first from the wall fixture, shocking nipples to fresh peaks before it warmed. Julia stripped fast, tank and shorts hitting wet tile with a slap. Her body pressed close, toned planes against Gwendolyn's curves, tribal tattoo slick under the water now. Julia boosted her against the tile, hands under her ass cheeks, knees knocking the wall awkward. Gwendolyn wrapped legs around her waist, ankles crossing at the small of Julia's back. Their cores aligned, clits kissing first in a grind, Julia's thigh muscle flexing to hold the height. She rocked forward, folds sliding wet together, clit to clit direct under the spray. Friction built fast, Julia's hips snapping short, water sheeting between them. Gwendolyn's nails dug into Julia's shoulders, scraping over the tattoo ridges. Julia's breath panted against her mouth, lips brushing but not claiming, focus on the rub. Gwendolyn's clit pulsed against Julia's, hoods slick back, every thrust sending sparks up her spine. Julia's grip slipped once on the wet tile, readjusting with a grunt, fingers kneading deeper into ass flesh. Gwendolyn ground down harder, chasing, inner thighs burning from the hold. Julia's clit swelled against hers, rhythm faltering as she neared. "Fuck, Gwen," she gasped, forehead knocking Gwendolyn's light. They peaked together, Gwendolyn first with a cry swallowed by the water roar, walls clenching empty but clit grinding through pulses. Julia followed, hips jerking erratic, a low groan vibrating her chest. Spray needled their skin as they rode it out, breaths syncing ragged. Julia lowered her slow, legs unfolding shaky to the tile drain. Water swirled pink-tinged from a shallow cut on Gwendolyn's knee, unnoticed till now. They stood under the stream a beat, Julia's hand combing wet hair from Gwendolyn's eyes, strands tangling on calluses. Towels hung on hooks outside the stall, rough cotton from the gym supplier, logo faded. Gwendolyn grabbed hers first, scrubbing her arms brisk while Julia dried her own torso slow, droplets tracing the tattoo's curves. The locker room fans kicked on automatic, pulling steam toward the vent with a low hum. Julia leaned against the bench, shorts tugged back on commando, tank clinging translucent. "Victor's safe code from Lena's good for forty-eight hours max. He rotates 'em." She twisted her damp hair into a knot, fingers efficient. Gwendolyn nodded, wrapping the towel sarong-style, thighs still tender. The burner lay forgotten out front, but Lena's text could wait ten minutes. "You steady out there." Julia's eyes flicked to the scar on her chin, thumb brushing it feather-light as she passed a spare hair tie. Gwendolyn looped it on, ponytail sloppy. Julia's vulnerability peeked in the knee tap, graft scar pale under the bicep ink. "We hit the facility tomorrow night. Your assistant badge gets us past the desk."

		Gwendolyn's fingers lingered on Julia's wrist, pulse steady now. "Yeah. Together." Steam cleared enough to show the fogged mirror, her reflection blurred but upright. Julia slung her bag over one shoulder, waiting. Door handle turned cool in Gwendolyn's palm as she reached it first.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 10

		

		The Setback Message

		

		

		Gwendolyn pushed the door open, hinges squeaking on unlubed pins. Julia followed close, gym bag bumping the frame. The corridor lights buzzed overhead, casting long shadows from the heavy bags stacked against the far wall. Julia's knee twinged on the first step down the hall, graft pulling tight under skin. She ignored it, keys jangling in her pocket as she scanned the empty lot through the glass exit. Night pressed against the windows, sodium lamps pooling orange on blacktop. "Hotel's two blocks. We walk." Julia's voice came out clipped, fingers already thumbing the burner phone for an Uber glitch. No time for her truck tonight. Victor's rotation code ticked like a fuse. Gwendolyn nodded, towel sarong slipping low on her hips before she yanked her jeans from the bag. She dressed fast, zipper rasping loud in the quiet. Julia waited, tank still damp, watching the way Gwendolyn's fingers fumbled the button. That scar on her chin caught the exit sign's red glow, a tiny white line like a punctuation mark. Julia's thumb itched to trace it again. Outside, heat hung thick despite the hour, Vegas air shimmering off parked cars. They cut across the lot shoulder to shoulder, Julia's limp more drag than usual post-shower. Gwendolyn's arm brushed hers once, twice, accidental at first. Julia didn't pull away. The Bellagio loomed ahead, fountains arcing water in programmed sprays that misted their skin. Check-in blurred: fake names on the desk clerk's screen, Julia's card swiped smooth, elevator ride silent with the hum of cables. Suite door clicked shut behind them. Plush carpet sank under Julia's sneakers, muffling her steps as she dropped the bag by the king bed. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed the Strip's glow, reds and blues bleeding through sheers. Fresh linens scent cut the faint musk clinging to their clothes from the locker room. Julia paced to the window, uneven gait chewing the distance. Her bicep flexed under the tribal ink, lines twisting like ropes ready to bind. Gwendolyn kicked off her shoes, toes curling into the carpet fibers. She sank onto the bed's edge, pulling laptops and Lena's printed floor plans from her tote. "Code's got thirty-six hours left now. We plot the desk bypass tonight."

		Julia turned, knee protesting the pivot. Gwendolyn sat cross-legged already, screen glare sharpening the curve of her cheek. That yielding hunch in her shoulders, the way she smoothed the plans flat with both palms. Julia's gut twisted, control fraying at the edges. The locker room replayed unbidden: Gwendolyn bent over the bench, thighs parting slick, fingers plunging deep while her moans echoed off tile. Julia had gripped her hip hard enough to bruise, thumb digging the soft flesh above her ass. And the shower after, legs locked, clits grinding under the spray till Gwendolyn shattered first, nails raking Julia's back. She crossed the room in four strides, sat heavy beside her. The mattress dipped, pulling Gwendolyn closer. "Yeah. Desk guy's on rotation Thursdays. Your badge sells it if we hit mid-shift."

		Gwendolyn's knee brushed Julia's, the shallow cut from the tile still raw, Band-Aid peeled half-off. She leaned in, highlighter circling a vent on the plan. "Lena said Victor parks the master in the safe behind his desk. Thumb scan plus code."

		Julia's hand landed on her thigh, casual at first, thumb stroking denim seam. Heat seeped through. Gwendolyn didn't flinch, just kept tracing routes, voice steady. But her highlighter paused, cap chewed between teeth. Julia pressed harder, fingers splaying wide. The yielding give of muscle under cloth. She wanted to flip her down right there, strip the jeans slow, spread her wide on these hotel sheets. Taste the salt still lingering from the shower, fuck her with tongue and fingers till she begged. Instead, Julia snatched the highlighter, marked a side door herself. "We ghost the hall cams here. Backup drive first, master last." Her free hand stayed put, inching higher. Gwendolyn's breath hitched, plans crinkling under her grip. They worked like that thirty minutes, bodies inching nearer. Gwendolyn's arm draped Julia's shoulder at one point, pointing a weak spot in patrols. Julia caught her wrist, pulled it down to her lap. "Focus." But her own voice gravelled low. She nipped Gwendolyn's earlobe, quick and sharp. Gwendolyn shivered, highlighter rolling off the bed. Julia's phone buzzed on the nightstand, burner vibrating against wood. She grabbed it, thumb unlocking. Victor's number flashed, no text. Video attachment loaded slow, buffer wheel spinning. Gwendolyn leaned in, hair still damp, brushing Julia's cheek. The clip played. Victor's office, dim lamp on desk. He held a thumb drive, silver casing glinting. Smashed it first with a hammer, plastic splintering. Then fed chunks into a shredder beside the safe, motor whirring loud. He looked straight at the camera, smirked, mouthed "Next one's you." Screen went black. Julia's fist clenched the phone, plastic creaking. The backup drive, Lena's lead from last week. Gone. Restart the fucking grid. Her knee throbbed in rhythm with the pulse in her temples. She hurled the burner at the wall, case cracking on impact. Battery skittered under the dresser. Gwendolyn snatched it up, hands shaking. "He knew. The surveillance pic yesterday, now this."

		Julia stood abrupt, paced to the mini-bar. Twisted a Jack Daniel's cap, swigged straight from the bottle. Burn down her throat. Victor had eyes everywhere, their slip in the locker room costing hours. Days maybe. Fight in four weeks, knee graft holding but brittle. She slammed the bottle down, glass clinking ice bucket. Gwendolyn rose, crossed to her. Fingers closed on Julia's wrist, cool against fevered skin. "We adapt. He's cocky, showing off."

		Julia spun, backed her to the window. Glass cool at Gwendolyn's shoulders. "Cocky? He just torched our window." Her hand cupped Gwendolyn's jaw, thumb pressing that chin scar. Hard enough to dimple flesh. Gwendolyn's eyes widened, pupils blowing. Julia's other palm flattened her stomach, sliding under shirt hem. Skin hot, soft. "This. Locker room. We're sloppy now."

		Gwendolyn's fingers dug Julia's tank straps, pulling down. "Then use it." Her voice dropped, thighs parting slight. Julia growled low, shoved her shirt up. Full breasts spilled free, nipples pebbled. Julia latched on one, teeth grazing areola before sucking hard. Gwendolyn arched, gasp sharp. Julia's fingers hooked her waistband, yanked jeans and panties to knees in one tug. Bare mound exposed, lips already slick. She dropped to knees, uneven gait forgotten. Spread Gwendolyn wide, thumbs parting folds. Clit throbbed pink, begging. Julia licked flat and slow first, tongue dragging from hole to hood. Salt and musk flooded her mouth. Gwendolyn's hands fisted her hair, hips bucking. Julia pinned one thigh to glass, sucked clit between lips, flicking tip relentless. Two fingers plunged in, curling to that spot inside. Gwendolyn clenched immediate, walls fluttering. "Fuck, Julia." Gwendolyn's free leg hooked her shoulder, heel digging back. Julia pumped faster, mouth sealed tight, nose buried in trimmed curls. Wet sounds filled the room, sloppy and obscene. Gwendolyn came sudden, thighs quaking, juices coating Julia's chin. She rode it out, grinding desperate. Julia rose, knee barking pain. She stripped fast, tank and shorts pooling at ankles. Pushed Gwendolyn to bed face-down, ass up. Grabbed hotel lotion from nightstand, slicked fingers. Spread her cheeks, thumb circling tight pucker before sliding one finger in slow. Gwendolyn moaned into sheets, pushing back. Julia added a second, scissoring gentle while her other hand stroked clit from below. "Take it. All of me."

		Gwendolyn nodded frantic, muffled. Julia withdrew, positioned behind. She ground her own dripping cunt against Gwendolyn's ass first, sliding slick. Then forward, clits kissing again in shallow trib. Hips snapped hard, bedsprings groaning. Sweat slicked their skin, tattoo gleaming under lamp light. Julia gripped hips bruising, pulled hair to arch her neck. "Mine." Bite on shoulder, not breaking skin. They flipped, Gwendolyn straddling now. She rocked deliberate, clit to clit, breasts swaying heavy. Julia pinched nipples, twisted till Gwendolyn whined. Climax built coiled, Julia first this time, grinding up fierce. Gwendolyn followed seconds later, collapsing forward, mouths crashing messy. They lay panting after, sheets tangled. Julia's knee screamed now, propped on pillow. Gwendolyn curled close, fingers tracing tattoo lines absent. Burner battery still under dresser, Victor's taunt looping mental. "We can't hit the facility blind again." Julia sat up, grabbed hotel notepad and pen from drawer. Scribbled fast: Event lounge, Friday gala. Victor's office access via service hall. "He'll be schmoozing donors. Your badge for the desk, I ghost the safe."

		Gwendolyn propped on elbow, nodding. She added arrows, timelines. "Lena tails exterior. Code rotates Friday noon, Lena hacks the new one."

		Julia's pen scratched dates, fight poster taped to plans for scale. Their thighs stuck sweaty, but hands stayed steady. Victor's move bought him time, but the gala compressed it back. Julia capped the pen, tossed it. "Infil Thursday night. Lounge clears early."

		Gwendolyn's fingers lingered on the sketch, nail polish chipped. "Together?"

		Julia met her eyes, thumb brushing scar again. "Always." She swung legs off bed, grabbed shorts. Knee protested standing, but she locked it straight. Gwendolyn's tote held zip ties, gloves. Julia packed deliberate, zipper loud in quiet. Phone charger plugged in, battery charging slow. Victor's next move waited, but theirs hit first. Julia slung the bag, nodded at door. Gwendolyn dressed quick, badge clipped visible. They stepped into hall, lock beeping shut behind. Elevator dinged empty.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 11

		

		The Event Infiltration

		

		

		The elevator doors slid shut. Gwendolyn punched the lobby button, her thumb slick against the plastic. Julia leaned against the brass rail, arms crossed over her chest, the tribal tattoo peeking from her sleeve cuff. Neither spoke. The car hummed downward, numbers ticking past in red glow. Gwendolyn's tote dug into her shoulder, the weight of zip ties and gloves inside a dull reminder. Julia shifted her stance, knee locking with a faint click she ignored. Lobby lights hit bright. They crossed marble tile toward revolving doors, heels echoing off potted palms. Outside, valet flags snapped in dry wind. Julia whistled low for the black Escalade they'd parked earlier that week, burner phone tucked in her sports bra. Gwendolyn scanned the strip, neon clawing the dusk sky. A cluster of guys in tuxes catcalled from the curb. Julia shot them a look that shut them up quick. They rode in silence to the Bellagio, traffic crawling past fountains that shot water high. Gwendolyn twisted the hem of her black sheath dress, fabric bunching under her fingers. The badge clipped to her lapel read "Assistant - Lennard" in laminate sheen, Victor's logo stamped bold. Julia drove with one hand on the wheel, the other drumming her thigh. "Park valet," Gwendolyn said finally. "Less eyes on the plates."

		Julia nodded, pulled up under the porte-cochere. Handed the keys to a kid in vest who didn't blink at the fighter's build. They walked through casino din, slots chiming relentless, past high-limit tables where chips stacked like poker faces. Escalator up to the event level. Signage glowed: "Lang Enterprises Gala - Private." Gwendolyn's pulse kicked in her ears. Double doors at the lounge entrance. Two suits in earpieces checked invites. Gwendolyn flashed the badge. "Lennard, assisting Mr. Lang." The taller one scanned it under a penlight, grunted approval. Julia hung back by a pillar, dressed down in slacks and button-up, blending as hired muscle. The door swung wide. Cigar smoke curled thick inside, mixing with Chanel No. 5 spritzed heavy. Low voices rumbled over jazz from hidden speakers, some Chet Baker track Gwendolyn half-recognized. Crystal glasses clinked on trays carried by servers in starched white. Men in Brioni suits clustered near a mahogany bar, women in sequins laughing sharp. Victor held court by the fireplace, gesturing with a tumbler of what looked like Macallan 18, his laugh booming over the crowd. Gwendolyn wove through, shoulders brushing Armani jackets. Julia peeled off toward the perimeter, positioning by a potted ficus with sightlines to the service hall. Their eyes caught once, Julia's nod clipped. Gwendolyn aimed for the far wall, where a desk sat under low spots, laptop closed beside a stack of donor folders. Her badge got her past the velvet rope. She slid into the chair, knees pressing the desk edge, and woke the screen with a key tap. Password prompt blinked. The one Lena had pulled from Victor's Friday rotation: Viper22. Gwendolyn typed it, palms damp on the keys. Desktop loaded. Folders labeled "Sponsors," "Contracts," "Personal." She plugged in the thumb drive from her clutch, heart thudding against her ribs. She chewed the cuticle on her ring finger, skin raw already. Drag, drop. Files copied slow, progress bar crawling. A partial video thumbnail popped up first: grainy footage of the storage room, her blouse half-open, Julia's hand on her thigh. Enough to damn them both if it leaked. She ejected the drive, slipped it into her bra. More folders. "Master_Backup_safe." Locked. She tried Viper22. Access denied. Shit. Voices neared. Gwendolyn minimized windows, palms flat on the desk. Victor's timbre cut through, close now. "...donors love the fight angle. Hendricks goes down, we pivot to the undercard." Footsteps scuffed carpet, heading her way. No time. She ducked low, crawling under the desk. Julia's burner buzzed in her pocket, silent mode. Gwendolyn ignored it. Heavy tread stopped inches from the desk. Victor's polished loafers gleamed under the skirt. "Pull the latest projections," he barked to someone. Fabric rustled. A server? "Lang, sir?" Plate clatter. "Get me a fresh Scotch. Neat." Loafers pivoted. Gwendolyn held breath, dust motes tickling her nose. He lingered, phone buzzing in his pocket. She glimpsed the drive clipped to his belt loop, matte black thumb size, glinting under lights. Master file. On him. Victor moved off, voice fading toward the bar. Gwendolyn waited ten seconds, twenty. Crawled out, knees carpet-burned. Drive secure, she smoothed her dress and stood. Julia appeared at the desk edge, casual lean. "Service hall," she muttered. "Now."

		They slipped through a side door marked Staff Only. Hallway narrow, fluorescents buzzing overhead. Carpet muffled steps. Past laundry carts smelling of bleach, a mop bucket sloshing gray. Victor's office door at the end, unmarked oak. Gwendolyn swiped her badge. Green light. Click. Inside, dark except desk lamp glow. Air stale, leather chairs and oak desk stacked with fight posters. Julia shut the door soft, locked it. "Safe?" Gwendolyn nodded to the wall panel behind the credenza, sleek black. "Code rotates. Lena's got today's."

		Julia pulled the burner, texted one-handed. Thumb flew. Seconds ticked. Gwendolyn paced three steps, hem riding up her thighs. Julia's eyes tracked her legs, then flicked away. "Focus," Gwendolyn whispered, though her own skin prickled where Julia had touched her last night in the suite. Burner vibrated. 7-4-9-2. Julia punched it. Panel beeped open. Empty slots, one drive missing. "Bastard's got it on him." Julia's fingers flexed, knuckles white. Gwendolyn yanked a drawer, rifled folders. Found a printout: inventory list, "Master - Portable Drive #VL-01. Carried." And below, "Event gala: Full backups destroyed per protocol. Original secure."

		Partial on the thumb drive. Master walking around with Victor. Fight in three weeks. Julia slammed the drawer. "We tail him out."

		Door handle rattled. "Lang's office?" Voice muffled, male. Victor's donor? Julia grabbed Gwendolyn's wrist, yanked her to the floor behind the desk. They squeezed into the kneehole, bodies pressed tight. Gwendolyn's back to the wood panel, Julia half over her, thigh wedged between hers. Breath hot on her neck. Handle jiggled again. "Must be locked from inside." Footsteps retreated. Julia exhaled slow, chest rising against Gwendolyn's shoulder. The drive outline pressed through Julia's shirt pocket, cool metal. Gwendolyn's hand rested on Julia's hip without thinking, fingers curling into belt loop. Julia didn't pull away. Heat built in the tight space, Julia's knee nudging higher, deliberate or not. "Not here," Gwendolyn mouthed. Julia's lips brushed her ear. "Won't be."

		They waited. Hall cleared. Julia eased up first, checked the peephole. "Out." Back through service hall, past a dishwasher stacking plates, steam rising in clouds. Reentered the lounge from a side arch. Crowd thicker now, jazz louder. Victor by the bar still, back turned, drive dangling. Gwendolyn tugged Julia's sleeve toward exit. "We got partial. Enough to negotiate maybe." Julia's jaw worked side to side. "Or leverage."

		Suits parted. A woman in red Versace bumped Gwendolyn's arm, spilling champagne on her shoe. Bubbly soaked the leather pump, sticky between toes. "Watch it," the woman snapped, not stopping. They hit the doors. Cooler air outside slapped skin. Escalator down through casino roar. Julia's hand grazed Gwendolyn's low back, guiding. Elevator bank waited empty. Doors shut. Gwendolyn leaned against mirrored wall, thumb drive burning against her breast. Julia punched garage level. "He moves it nightly. Hotel safe maybe." Her fingers tapped the rail again, rhythm off. Gwendolyn watched the reflection, their faces close, scar itching under strain. Julia's uneven stance shifted, knee protesting the crouch earlier. Garage lights flickered yellow. Escalade waited row three. Julia beeped it open, slid behind wheel. Gwendolyn buckled in, pulled the drive. Plugged it into her phone adapter, played the clip silent. Storage room. Her moan tinny on speakers. Julia's hand fisting her hair. "Delete copies first," Julia said, backing out fast. Tires chirped concrete. "Victor's not bluffing on destroys."

		Gwendolyn nodded, hit erase on the laptop files first via remote link Lena set up. "Three weeks. He knows we're circling." Her nail caught on the seat seam, tearing a thread. Julia merged onto the strip, horn blaring at a cab. "We ghost him tomorrow. Weigh-in prep gala follow-up."

		Phone buzzed. Lena: Exterior clear. Code confirmed. Gwendolyn texted back: Partial secure. Master on person. Julia glanced over. "Distraction's gonna kill us." Her thumb rubbed the wheel leather, worn patch under her grip. Gwendolyn's thigh tensed where Julia's knee had pressed earlier. "Then cut it."

		Silence stretched. Julia took the 15 south, desert looming black. Gwendolyn twisted toward window, city smear blurring. Drive clipped back in her clutch now. Victor's laugh echoed mental from the lounge. Julia's hand landed on her knee, squeezed once. Hard. They pulled into the hotel valet loop again, engine ticking cool. Julia killed lights. "Room. Plan the tail." Gwendolyn unbuckled, fingers lingering on the clasp. Julia's eyes stayed forward, waiting.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 12

		

		The Jealous Rival Confrontation

		

		

		Julia tossed the keys to the valet, the guy's red vest catching the neon splash from the marquee. Gwendolyn climbed out beside her, clutch tucked under one arm, the thumb drive safe inside. Julia's knee twinged as she straightened, that old pull from the surgery scar tissue flaring under her jeans. She nodded toward the revolving doors. "Penthouse express."

		The lobby hummed with slot chimes and drunk laughter, perfume mixing with spilled bourbon. Gwendolyn stuck close, her shoulder brushing Julia's as they cut through the crowd. Julia scanned faces out of habit, fighter's instinct picking out the off-balance sway of a bachelor party pack. No tails. Lena's text confirmed it. Elevator dinged empty at the far bank. Julia thumbed the penthouse button, doors sliding shut on the marble hush. Gwendolyn sagged against the brass rail, rubbing her collarbone where the drive had pressed. Julia watched the numbers climb, floor fourteen, fifteen. The silence pressed like the knee brace she ditched last training. That rival bitch from the prelim circuit, Tara Voss, had sidled up to Gwendolyn in the lounge earlier, all fake concern over the assistant badge. Hand on her elbow, leaning in with that shark grin, whispering something that made Gwendolyn flush and step back. Julia had clocked it from the shadows behind the bar cart, gut twisting while Victor prowled the room. Tara's fingers lingered on Gwendolyn's wrist, thumb stroking like she owned the territory. Julia's fists had balled in her pockets, nails digging crescents. Penthouse doors parted on hushed carpet and floor-to-ceiling glass. Julia flicked on the low recessed lights, the suite smelling of the citrus cleaner they used up here. She kicked off her boots by the door, uneven gait pulling her left leg shorter. "Balcony. Air." Gwendolyn nodded, already moving, shedding her jacket on the sectional. Julia followed, sliding the glass panel wide. Desert wind cut in, carrying faint exhaust from the Strip below. Gwendolyn gripped the railing first, city sprawl glittering under them like scattered change. Julia leaned next to her, elbows on the cool iron, tribal ink itching under the breeze. Tara's voice echoed from the lounge, that low purr about "needing someone reliable in your corner." Gwendolyn had laughed it off, but her scar had whitened under the strain. Julia's jaw worked a piece of gum, mint gone flat. "You let her touch you like that." Julia spat it out, eyes on a limo crawling the boulevard far below. Gwendolyn turned, hair whipping across her cheek. "Tara? That was nothing. She was just, I don't know, networking or whatever."

		"Her thumb on your wrist. Twice." Julia's fingers flexed on the rail, paint chipping under her grip. The knee throbbed harder now, echo of the crouch in Victor's lounge. Gwendolyn's laugh came sharp, forced. "Jealous? Over Tara Voss? She's all talk, Julia. And we were working. Hiding from Victor."

		Julia pushed off the rail, facing her square. Wind tugged at her shirt collar. "You leaned into it. Smiled back."

		"Did not." Gwendolyn crossed her arms, curvy frame shifting weight to one hip. "Why does it even matter? This is strategy. You said it yourself in the car. Distraction kills us."

		Julia stepped closer, balcony edge biting her sock heel. Gwendolyn's blouse hung loose from the lounge scramble, top button still undone. The scar on her chin caught the upglow from the suite lamps. "It matters because I watched her eye-fuck you while I covered your ass from Victor. And you didn't pull away."

		Gwendolyn's thumb picked at a railing rivet, nail going white. "Maybe I liked the attention. Ever think of that? Not everyone's got your... control thing going."

		Julia snorted, but it stuck crooked. "Control. Right." She paced two steps, knee protesting the turn. Tara's face flashed again, that lean-in, Gwendolyn's quick blink. "You know why I train like this? Why the ink?"

		Gwendolyn shook her head, eyes dropping to the tattoo sleeve peeking from Julia's rolled cuff. "The tribal? You said it was for luck before a fight."

		Julia rubbed the bicep line, raised edges under her palm. "My brother drew it. Before the crash." Words hung there, wind snagging them. She hadn't said his name out loud since the funeral, that Vegas pileup on the 15, Victor Lang's name tangled in the lawsuits after. "He was riding with Victor's crew. Some bullshit deal gone south. Victor walked, Tommy didn't."

		Gwendolyn's hand twitched toward her, then dropped. "The video. The storage room one. That's why he's got it on him. Not just me."

		Julia nodded once, sharp. "He filmed it that night. Tommy pulling me out of the car, yelling at Victor to back off. Used it to bury the inquiry. Now he's looping you in to keep me off-balance for the title fight."

		Gwendolyn pressed her forehead to the rail, eyes squeezing shut. "My family didn't even notice when I stopped coming home. Dad's golf trips, Mom's book club. I was the extra kid, the one they forgot to pick up from debate practice. Twice." Her voice cracked on the twice, thumb nail snapping the rivet clean off. It pinged into the dark. Julia stopped pacing. Gwendolyn's shoulders hunched, blouse gaping wider. That heart-shaped face twisted down, scar pulling tight. Julia's chest squeezed around the gum lump she swallowed dry. "Hey." She gripped Gwendolyn's shoulder, thumb pressing the collarbone hollow. "Victor's playing us both. That drive we grabbed? Partial. But the master ties Tommy's wreck straight to his safe word bullshit."

		Gwendolyn turned into the touch, eyes glassy under the city haze. "So it's personal for you too. Not just the belt."

		Julia's fingers slid to her neck, holding there. Skin warm, pulse jumping under her palm. "Yeah. And Tara pawing you? Made me see it. This ain't just infiltration anymore."

		Gwendolyn's hand covered Julia's, squeezing back. "I didn't lean in. I froze. Because no one's ever... looked at me like that. Not since I was the kid waiting on the curb."

		Julia pulled her closer, balcony chill forgotten. Gwendolyn's body yielded, soft against her toned frame. "You're not waiting anymore." Her free hand cupped Gwendolyn's jaw, thumb tracing the scar's rough edge. Rough like the night Tommy died, sirens wailing over the canyon. Gwendolyn tilted up, breath ghosting Julia's wrist. "What now? Three weeks to the fight. Victor's got the full clip."

		Julia's knee buckled a fraction under the lean, but she held. "We tail him tomorrow. Weigh-in gala. But no more pretending this is clean." Her mouth brushed Gwendolyn's temple, salt taste sharp. "You pull away from anyone else, you tell me."

		Gwendolyn nodded against her shoulder, fingers twisting into Julia's shirt hem. "Same for you. No locker room deals with sparring partners."

		Julia huffed a laugh, real this time. "Deal." Wind picked up, rattling the glass panel behind them. Julia straightened, keeping the arm around Gwendolyn's waist. Inside, the suite waited, maps and laptops scattered on the glass table from last check-in. Victor's laugh from the lounge looped in her head, but quieter now. They stepped back inside together, door whispering shut. Julia flicked the balcony lock, knee easing as she moved to the sectional. Gwendolyn followed, sinking next to her, thigh pressing warm. "Show me the gala layout again."

		Julia pulled her phone, screen blooming blue. But her hand stayed on Gwendolyn's knee, thumb circling idle. Tara's grin faded against the grid lines. Gwendolyn leaned over the display, hair falling across Julia's arm. "Entrances here. Victor's usual table by the dais."

		Julia zoomed in, voice low. "You spot, I grab. Like the lounge, but tighter." Her fingers tightened on the thigh under her palm, muscle jumping. Gwendolyn's nail traced a security post icon. "He'll have extra after tonight."

		"Yeah." Julia set the phone face-down, turning full into her. Gwendolyn's blouse hung open enough to show the lace edge beneath. Julia's pulse kicked, fighter's rhythm. "But we end this."

		Gwendolyn's eyes held hers, scar soft in the lamp glow. "Together."

		Julia nodded, pulling her in slow. Lips met tentative, then harder, Gwendolyn's yielding mouth opening under hers. No rush, just the slide of tongues, hands mapping collarbones and hips. Julia's knee forgot to ache. She broke first, forehead to forehead. "Room service. Fuel up. Then plan till dawn."

		Gwendolyn smiled, small, thumb brushing Julia's ink. "Steak. Rare."

		Julia hit the house phone, ordering two filets, fries, and a bottle of that Napa cab from last time. Receiver clicked down. Gwendolyn's head dropped to her shoulder, breath evening out. Julia stared at the balcony glass, city lights blurring. Phone buzzed on the table. Lena. Gala intel drop. Voss circling your gym tomorrow. Julia's thumb hovered, then deleted. Not tonight. Gwendolyn shifted, murmuring against her neck. "What?"

		"Nothing." Julia pocketed it, arm tightening. Knock came at the door twenty minutes later, cart wheels rumbling. She signed the slip, wheeled it in herself. Plates steamed, knife slicing red through meat. They ate cross-legged on the sectional, forks scraping china. Gwendolyn speared a fry, ketchup dripping. "Tommy ever fight?"

		Julia chewed slow, juices pooling. "Amateur. Heavy bag king. Drew this after my first pro win." She tapped the bicep again. Gwendolyn nodded, wiping her chin with a napkin corner. "Show me his sketch sometime."

		"Tomorrow." Julia pushed her plate back, wine glass sweating rings on the wood. Gwendolyn's foot hooked her calf under the table edge, casual anchor. Cleanup took ten minutes, dishes stacked by the sink. Julia spread the gala printouts on the table, highlighters marking paths. Gwendolyn knelt on the rug, circling VIP zones in pink. Midnight hit, clock ticking from the wall unit. Julia's eyes burned, but she traced the exit routes again. Gwendolyn yawned mid-sentence, highlighter pausing. "Safe house after? Lena's got the keys."

		Julia glanced up. "Desert spot. Yeah." Her hand found Gwendolyn's hair, fingers carding through. "Crash now. Tail starts at eight."

		Gwendolyn capped the marker, rising on her knees. "You first." She tugged Julia up, uneven gait compensated by the pull. Bedroom door swung wide, king mattress waiting under blackout shades. Julia stripped to tank and boxers, knee brace optional tonight. Gwendolyn peeled down to bra and panties, curvy lines soft in the hall light. Sheets tangled quick, legs slotting. Julia's arm draped heavy over Gwendolyn's waist, breath syncing. Victor's master drive loomed mental, but her fingers stayed laced in Gwendolyn's. Gwendolyn whispered into the pillow. "No more rivals?"

		Julia squeezed her hip. "None." Sleep pulled, city hum faint through the glass. Dawn light filtered gray. Julia stirred first, knee stiff but workable. Gwendolyn curled close, scar pressed to her shoulder. Phone alarm buzzed low. Gala tail. Victor's move.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 13

		

		The Safe House Planning

		

		

		Gwendolyn's phone vibrated against the nightstand, the screen lighting up with Lena's text: Victor's limo left the Bellagio valet at 7:45. She blinked the sleep from her eyes, Julia's arm still heavy across her waist. The sheets stuck to her thighs from the night's sweat. Julia shifted behind her, breath hot on her neck. "Alarm," Gwendolyn said. She rolled out of bed, feet hitting the cool penthouse hardwood. Her bra hung crooked from last night's strip. Julia groaned, knee brace straps rasping as she sat up. Coffee brewed in the machine, its drip filling the quiet. Gwendolyn poured two mugs, black for Julia, splash of almond milk for herself. Julia shuffled in, tank top twisted, tribal tattoo peeking from the armhole. She braced one hand on the counter, testing the knee. "Lena says he's heading to the T-Mobile Arena for promo shots," Gwendolyn said, sliding the mug over. Steam curled up, fogging the marble edge. "We tail quiet. My Honda's in the garage."

		Julia nodded, sipping fast. Scald marks dotted her palm from past burns. They dressed quick: Gwendolyn in jeans that pinched her hips, a plain gray tee; Julia in cargo pants and a hoodie to hide the fighter's build. The elevator hummed down to the garage, tires squealing as Gwendolyn pulled into traffic. Strip lights blurred past, taxis honking at the merge. Julia scanned her phone maps, marking Victor's probable stops. "He'll loop the fountains first. Promo boards for the weigh-in tomorrow."

		Gwendolyn's knuckles whitened on the wheel. Victor's limo cut right onto Las Vegas Boulevard, taillights glowing red. She hung back three cars, pulse thudding in her fingertips. A slot machine jingle leaked from a passing shuttle bus speaker. They followed for forty minutes, Victor's car parking at a billboard scaffold near the arena. He stepped out in a silk suit, flanked by two suits from his promo team, barking at a photographer. Julia slouched low. "No drive visible. Buttoned inside his jacket."

		Gwendolyn parked two blocks over, engine idling. Victor posed, flashing teeth at the camera, the fight poster behind him screaming her name in block letters: Julia Hendricks vs. Rival, Championship Weigh-In, Two Weeks Out. "We need eyes inside tomorrow," Gwendolyn said. Her thumbnail caught under a nail polish flake, peeling it free. Julia's jaw worked side to side. "Safe house. Now. Lena's keys waiting curbside."

		They ditched the tail when Victor's limo peeled out toward the airport. Gwendolyn punched the address into GPS: a scrubland address off Route 159, past Red Rock. Highway stretched empty, dust devils spinning in the rearview. Julia rubbed her knee cap through the brace, circles slow and firm. The safe house squatted off a dirt pullout, stucco walls baked tan, chain-link gate rusted at the hinges. Lena's Subaru idled out front, hazard lights blinking. She handed over keys through the window, no words, just a nod before gravel crunched under her tires. Inside smelled of pine cleaner and old carpet. Kitchen linoleum peeled at the corners, fridge humming with a loose coil. Gwendolyn dropped her bag by the door, surveying the space: sectional couch scarred from cat claws, Formica table under a forty-watt bulb, two bedrooms off a short hall. Desert wind rattled the window screens. Julia limped to the table, spreading weigh-in schematics printed from the UFC site. "Official weigh-in's at noon, MGM Grand Garden. Victor handles fighter intros. You'll clock his routine."

		Gwendolyn pulled chairs close, her thigh brushing Julia's. The diagram showed stage layout: scales center, VIP cordon left, media pit front. "He arrives 11:15, every time. Greets promoters, then mans the green room door. Drive stays pocketed unless he checks emails."

		Julia highlighted the service corridor in yellow. "I distract. Bump the cordon, draw security. You slip the green room, smash any partials on his laptop. Laptop stays with an aide during intros."

		Gwendolyn traced the exit arrow with her finger. "Aide's Paolo. Keys on a Carhartt lanyard. I 'accidentally' spill coffee on him post-arrival." She chewed the edge of her thumb knuckle, skin going tender. Julia's hand covered hers, thumb pressing the spot. "We sync watches. Five minutes max. Pickup at the employee lot, my Jeep stashed there overnight."

		They drilled it twice, voices overlapping on contingencies: if Paolo skips coffee, pivot to dropped phone; if Victor spots her, abort via women's restroom chute. Gwendolyn fetched bottled waters from the fridge, labels slick with condensation. Julia taped her knee tighter, grunting at the pull. Night fell hard outside, stars pricking the black. Gwendolyn microwaved Lean Cuisines, chicken alfredo steaming in plastic trays. They ate standing at the counter, forks scraping foil. "Your cut's clear," Gwendolyn said around a bite. Cheese stringed from her lip. Julia forked noodles fast. "Knee's taped double. Won't buckle." She set her tray in the sink, water running cold over the scraps. Bedrooms split the space: Julia claimed the one with the queen, Gwendolyn the twin by the bathroom. But sleep evaded. Gwendolyn lay on scratchy sheets, ceiling fan whirring uneven blades. Julia's door stayed cracked, light strip glowing under. Dawn broke with a rooster crow from some neighbor ranch. Gwendolyn dressed in black cargos, steel-toe boots from her assistant kit, hair in a low ponytail. Julia emerged in fight sweats, brace gleaming fresh white. They drove separate: Gwendolyn's rental Civic blending with traffic, Julia's Jeep tailing two miles back. MGM Grand loomed, marquee flashing weigh-in hype. Gwendolyn flashed her old promo pass at the employee gate, heart lurching when the guard waved her through without a scan. Service corridor buzzed with handlers hauling water cases, clipboards slapping knees. 11:18. Victor's voice boomed from the stage wing, mic check echoing. Gwendolyn spotted Paolo by the coffee urn, lanyard dangling. She queued casual, Styrofoam cup in hand. "Black, two sugars?" Paolo turned, nodding. She "tripped," coffee splashing his shirt front, brown rivulets soaking the fabric. "Shit, sorry. Towels?"

		He cursed, dabbing with a napkin, keys jangling free onto the floor. Gwendolyn scooped them mid-bend, pocketing fast. "Laundry's down the hall. I'll grab."

		Green room door clicked open under the key. Laptop sat open on a folding table, screen saver swirling Victor's logo. Gwendolyn yanked the USB ports, spotting the thumb drive labeled "Backups_VL_3." Partial files. She smashed it under her boot heel, plastic cracking loud in the quiet. Screen next: password prompt. Victor's birthday, skimmed from years of calendars. Desktop folders bloomed. Video icon: "Master_Full.mp4." She highlighted, delete key mashing, then emptied the trash. Second drive in his bag: stomped to shards. Watch beeped. 11:22. Voices neared the door. She wiped the table with her sleeve, keys replaced in Paolo's path as he rushed back, still blotting his shirt. Outside, cordon chaos: Julia arguing with security, voice pitched fighter-loud. "This brace ain't contraband. Check the bylaws." A guard shoved her shoulder; she stumbled deliberate, knee buckling visible, drawing eyes. Gwendolyn slipped the media pit, pulse slamming her ribs. Employee lot: Jeep idled low, Julia at the wheel, face pale under the dash lights. She slid in, gravel pinging the undercarriage. "Drives gone. Laptop wiped." Gwendolyn's voice shook. Julia punched the gas, Jeep fishtailing onto Koval Lane. Back at the safe house by 1:14 p.m., Julia eased from the driver's seat, knee buckling hard on the step. She caught the doorframe, hiss escaping teeth. Gwendolyn lunged under her arm, half-dragging her inside. Couch first. Julia collapsed, sweat beading her temples. Gwendolyn knelt, unlacing the brace straps, fingers fumbling the Velcro. Skin underneath swelled purple around the patella, hot to the touch. "Fuck," Julia said. She probed the joint, wincing. "Twisted on the shove. Partial tear."

		Gwendolyn fetched the first-aid kit from under the bathroom sink, hydrogen peroxide fizzing on a cotton pad. She dabbed the skin, Julia's calf muscle jumping under her palm. Ice pack from the freezer pressed firm, held in place with an Ace wrap. "You saw it give?" Julia asked, eyes on the ceiling fan. Gwendolyn nodded, taping the wrap end. "Pulled every eye. Bought me two extra minutes." Her thumb knuckle throbbed from earlier chewing, now raw. Julia's hand clamped her wrist, grip loose but insistent. Kitchen clock ticked seconds. Partial files destroyed, master still on Victor, but the backups chain broken. Championship two weeks out. Gwendolyn's boot sole ground the smashed drive shards still in her pocket, plastic dust sifting to the floor. Julia shifted, ice pack slipping. "Refill this?

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 14

		

		The Safe House Weight

		

		

		Gwendolyn pressed the heel of her palm into the edge of the sink counter. Cold Formica bit her skin. She twisted the faucet handle, water drumming into the plastic basin where the ice pack floated half-melted. Julia's hiss from the living room pulled her back. She scooped the dripping pack, wrapped it in a dish towel from the drawer, the cotton threads frayed at the hem like everything else in this rental dump. Back at the couch, she knelt again. Julia's knee stuck out swollen under the Ace wrap, the skin mottled like overripe plum. She slotted the fresh ice in place, taped it tight. Julia's fingers drummed the armrest once, stopped. "Bedroom's got pillows. Prop it up higher."

		Gwendolyn nodded, slid her shoulder under Julia's arm. The weight settled uneven, Julia's bicep brushing her cheek, tribal ink lines rough against her temple. They shuffled down the hall, linoleum squeaking under sock feet. Door swung open to the bedroom, queen mattress sagging in the middle under a faded blue comforter, nightstand holding a half-empty bottle of Advil and a dog-eared copy of some Nevada ghost town guide. Desert wind rattled the single window pane, sand grains flicking like distant rain. Julia dropped onto the edge of the bed first, leg extended. Gwendolyn piled two pillows under the knee, fluffing the cases until the brace sat level. Julia probed the joint again, thumb circling the patella slow. Her face stayed blank, but the muscle in her jaw corded once, released. Gwendolyn sat beside her, thigh to thigh, the mattress dipping them closer. Silence stretched, broken by the fridge compressor kicking on down the hall. "You didn't have to play it that far," Gwendolyn said. Her thumb nail caught the seam of her jeans, picked at a loose thread. Julia's hand covered hers, stopped the motion. Palm callused from bag work, warm. "Two minutes. That's what we needed. Victor's eyes were on me the whole time."

		Gwendolyn's gaze dropped to the ink curling around Julia's arm. Black lines faded at the edges, like the tattoo artist ran out of ink halfway. She traced one curve with her fingertip, skin pebbling under the touch. Julia didn't pull away. Instead, her free hand lifted, cupped Gwendolyn's chin. Tilted it up. The small scar there snagged on Julia's thumb pad. "Look at me."

		Eyes locked, green-flecked brown holding steady. Julia's fingers trailed down, hooked the hem of Gwendolyn's tank top. She tugged it up slow, fabric whispering over ribs. Gwendolyn raised her arms, let it peel off. Goosebumps prickled her skin in the dry air. Julia's gaze tracked every inch, no rush. The bra clasp clicked open next, straps sliding down shoulders. Gwendolyn's breasts spilled free, nipples tightening in the cool draft from the window. Julia leaned in, breath ghosting the skin first. Then lips closed around one nipple, tongue flat and broad. Sucked hard enough to hollow her cheeks. Gwendolyn's fingers dug into the comforter, knuckles paling. Julia switched sides, teeth grazing the edge, a scrape that shot straight down her belly. Minutes dragged, Julia's mouth relentless, alternating licks and pulls until saliva glistened both peaks, shiny in the lamp light. Gwendolyn's thighs squeezed together, cotton panties dampening. Julia's hand pressed her shoulder, eased her flat on the bed. Comforter bunched under her back. Julia stripped her jeans next, zipper teeth parting loud in the quiet. She yanked them down with the underwear, socks bunching at ankles. Bare now, Gwendolyn's curvy hips shifted, legs parting on instinct. Julia settled between them, hands pinning thighs wide. Her mouth hovered over Gwendolyn's clit first, breath hot. Tongue flicked out, one deliberate stroke up the seam. Gwendolyn's hips jerked. Julia held her down, licked again, circling the hood slow. The flat of her tongue pressed next, dragging from entrance to tip. Wet sounds filled the room, Gwendolyn's slick coating Julia's chin. Pressure built low, thighs quivering. Julia sucked the clit between her lips, released with a pop, then traced the underside in tight loops. Gwendolyn arched, heels digging into the mattress, toes curling. Julia's fingers joined, one sliding into her pussy knuckle-deep. Crooked to hit the front wall. Gwendolyn gasped, walls clenching. Julia added a second, scissoring them open. Tongue still working the clit, relentless circles. Gwendolyn's hand fisted Julia's short hair, not pushing, just holding. "Turn," Julia said against her skin. Voice rough. Gwendolyn rolled onto her side, facing the window. Julia molded behind her, chest to back, one arm draping over. Her injured leg stayed extended, brace bumping the mattress edge. Fingers slipped back in, three now, stretching full. Julia's thumb found her clit, rubbed in time with the thrusts. Bodies pressed flush, Julia's sports bra scratching her spine, the swell of her breasts molding to shoulder blades. Rhythm deep, unhurried. Each plunge bottomed out, palm slapping her ass cheek soft. Gwendolyn's breath hitched on every in-stroke. Julia's free hand clamped her hip, held her steady. Sweat slicked their skin where they touched, desert air doing nothing to cool it. The position pinned her open, no room to twist away. Trust locked in with every grind. Julia's teeth nipped her earlobe. "Give it up."

		Gwendolyn shattered, pussy pulsing around the fingers, thighs clamping Julia's wrist. She rode it out, hips bucking back. Julia didn't stop, fucked her through it until oversensitive twitches made her whimper. Julia withdrew slow, slick fingers trailing her thigh. She rolled Gwendolyn onto her back again, shed her own clothes quick. Bra first, then sweats shoved down. Brace stayed on the knee, propped. Naked now, Julia's toned frame gleamed with sweat, tribal tattoo stark under the lamp. Gwendolyn pushed up, straddled Julia's thigh. The muscle flexed under her, solid. She ground down, clit dragging the skin, pussy lips spreading wet trails. Julia's hands gripped her hips, guided the roll. Firm, controlling. Gwendolyn leaned in, lips crashing Julia's. Tongues tangled, sloppy, teeth clashing once. Julia sucked her bottom lip, bit soft. Faster now, Gwendolyn's thighs burning from the effort. Julia's thigh tensed, gave her friction. One hand slid up, pinched a nipple. Twist sharp. Gwendolyn moaned into her mouth. Julia's other hand dipped between them, two fingers circling her entrance before pushing in again. Timed with the grind. Julia broke the kiss, breath ragged. "Come on my leg."

		The order tipped her. Gwendolyn's clit throbbed against the quad muscle, fingers curling inside. Orgasm hit hard, soaking Julia's thigh. She clenched around the intrusion, hips stuttering. Julia followed seconds later, her own hand dropping to rub her clit furious. Hips bucked up, thigh grinding harder into Gwendolyn as she came, low groan vibrating her chest. They collapsed, Gwendolyn draped over Julia's torso. Sheets tangled at their waists, bodies sticking where sweat pooled. Julia's fingers combed her hair, slow strokes. Gwendolyn nuzzled her collarbone, tasting salt. Knee brace bumped her calf as Julia shifted. "Victor moves tomorrow. Scout says he's at the MGM vault till noon."

		Gwendolyn lifted her head. Julia's eyes stayed open, fixed on the ceiling fan blades cutting slow circles. "We hit it then?"

		Julia's arm tightened around her waist. "Yeah. But tonight, this stays here."

		The window rattled again. Gwendolyn traced the tattoo edge, finger dipping into the valley of muscle. Julia's pulse thumped steady under her palm.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 15

		

		The Communication Fracture

		

		

		Julia's skin prickled where Gwendolyn's fingertip lingered on the tattoo's outer curve, the ink ridges raised like fresh welts under pressure. She shifted her knee, the brace's velcro rasping against the sheet, and Gwendolyn's hand slipped away. Outside, a coyote yipped sharp in the scrub, gone before the echo faded. Gwendolyn rolled off her thigh, the mattress dipping under the move. She grabbed her tank from the floor, tugged it over her head, the fabric bunching at her hips before she yanked it down. Julia watched the hem settle over the curve of her ass, then swung her legs over the bed's edge. The brace locked her knee straight as she stood, floorboards creaking under her weight. Coffee first. Kitchen waited two rooms over, the pot from last night still half full, cold sludge in the carafe. Julia limped past the couch piled with yesterday's maps, the coffee's burnt edge hitting her nose like old gym socks. She dumped it, rinsed the pot under the faucet that sputtered rusty at first. Gwendolyn shuffled in behind her, barefoot, shorts riding low on her hips. She leaned against the counter, arms crossed under her chest, pushing the tank's neckline tight. "MGM vault," Julia said, measuring grounds from the Folgers tin. The scoop clinked against the metal rim. "Scout confirmed. Lang's there till noon."

		Gwendolyn nodded, picked at a hangnail on her thumb. Blood beaded quick, a red dot she smeared into the cuticle. "I know his codes for the east entrance. Side door, maintenance access."

		Julia hit the brew button. Water hissed into the machine. "You signal when he's out. I tail him from the lobby." She kept her eyes on the drip, black liquid pooling slow. The warmth from last night stuck in her chest like wet sand, hard to shake. Better to drill the plan, keep it tactical. No names for what happened on the sheets. Gwendolyn twisted the faucet, rinsed her thumb under cold spray. "What if he spots me first?"

		"He won't." Julia poured two mugs, handed one over. Steam curled up, bitter steam. Gwendolyn's fingers brushed hers on the handle, quick retreat. Good. Distance held the line. They sat at the table, MGM blueprints unrolled between them, Sharpie marks from the weigh-in job still smudged. Julia traced the vault corridor with her pen tip. "Noon sharp. You text 'clear' from the east door cam feed. I move then."

		Gwendolyn sipped, mug shaking once. "Got it."

		Sun climbed outside the kitchen window, baking the aluminum sill till it popped soft. Julia drained her coffee, the dregs gritty on her tongue. Time to gear up. She taped her good knee first, then checked the brace straps, cinching the one that pinched last time. Gwendolyn packed the bug kit into her backpack, the mini camera's lens glinting like a black eye. Desert heat waited beyond the safe house door, asphalt shimmering off the single gravel drive. Julia's truck sat under the carport, dust thick on the Ford's hood. She slid behind the wheel, engine rumbling alive on the third crank. Gwendolyn buckled in beside her, backpack between her feet. Radio crackled static till Julia punched it off. Twenty minutes to the Strip. Traffic clotted at the Sahara exit, taxis cutting sharp. Julia gripped the wheel, knuckles paling. Her knee throbbed from the brace's bite, a dull pulse syncing with the engine. Gwendolyn stared out her window, fingers drumming the door armrest, off beat. MGM loomed, gold lions frozen mid roar over the entrance. Valet swarm parted as Julia nosed into the drop lane, grabbed the ticket stub. "You first. East service door, block F."

		Gwendolyn nodded, shouldered the pack. She melted into the lobby crowd, sundress swishing around her calves. Julia counted to sixty, then followed, gait favoring the bad leg. Marble floors chilled through her sneakers, slot machine jangles echoing off vaulted ceilings. She veered left, past the high roller pits where whales hunched over felt tables, chips stacked like plastic bricks. Lobby cams swept slow arcs. Julia ducked into the gift shop racks, Hawaiian shirts blocking her from the main feed. Her burner buzzed in her pocket. Gwendolyn's text: At F. Feed live? Julia thumbed back: Link sent. Wait for my go. She pulled the tablet from her jacket, the VPN app flickering green. Gwendolyn's feed popped up, grainy but clear: east door hallway empty, fluorescent buzz humming audible. Lang's schedule said vault till noon. Julia checked her watch. 11:42. Close enough. Clear now, she sent. Move. Gwendolyn's dot blinked on the blueprint app. It crept toward the vault junction. Julia slipped out the shop, merged into a tour group trailing a guide's umbrella. Her phone vibrated again. Door locked. Code? Julia frowned. East door shouldn't lock from inside. Use yours. Maintenance. Pause. Three minutes. Trying. Stuck. Sweat beaded Julia's temple, salt stinging her eye. Lang could bolt any second. Force it. Window closing. The dot froze. No go. Backing off. Julia cursed under breath, shoved through a side door to the service corridor. Marble gave way to concrete, smelling of bleach and fryer grease. She hit the junction at a limp, vault door ahead sealed tight. Gwendolyn waited fifty feet back, pressed flat to the wall, face pale under the exit sign's red glow. "Code," Julia hissed, low. Gwendolyn fumbled her phone. "I texted. You said force."

		"Maintenance override." Julia shouldered past, punched 4782. Beeps, green light. Door swung. Empty vault antechamber, safety deposit boxes gleaming steel. No Lang. Her burner chirped. Scout: Lang bailed early. Vault hit at 11:30. Drive moved. Julia's gut knotted. She slammed the door code reverse. "Out. Now."

		Back in the truck, AC blasting cold, Gwendolyn twisted the vent toward her face. Julia peeled from the lot, tires chirping on the ramp. Silence thick till the 15 onramp. "You froze," Julia said, eyes on the merge lane. Gwendolyn's mug from breakfast sat in the console, coffee ring staining the lid. "You said force it. East door never locks."

		"Override first. Basic." Julia's fingers drummed the wheel, same off beat Gwendolyn used earlier. "I waited for your go. Then you said force." Gwendolyn's voice pitched up, thumb back to the hangnail, picking fresh. Scout's second text burned unread: Intel says relocated to Bellagio penthouse safe. Unconfirmed. Julia merged hard, a Prius honking. "Window shut because you second guessed. Lang slipped."

		Gwendolyn snorted, short. "My code worked till you rushed. What if security?"

		"Pro move. Not amateur hour." Julia's knee locked straight, brace digging the patella. Pain shot up her quad, hot wire. Safe house gravel crunched under tires twenty minutes later. Julia killed the engine, cab gone quiet but for the tick of cooling metal. Gwendolyn grabbed her pack, slung it rough. Door slam echoed off the stucco walls. Inside, kitchen table waited, blueprints mocking. Julia yanked the fridge, grabbed a Coors Light. Twist top foamed over her knuckles. She wiped it on her jeans, chugged half. Gwendolyn paced the tile, sneakers squeaking. "Lang moved it," Julia said, setting the can down hard. Aluminum dented. "Bellagio now. Because we botched."

		"Your signal mixed me." Gwendolyn stopped, hands fisting her dress hem, knuckles white. The scar on her chin pulled tight as she jutted it. Julia laughed, bark dry. "My signal? 'Clear now' means move. Not dawdle."

		"You said force after I tried the code." Gwendolyn's cheeks blotched red, eyes flicking to the window blinds, slats warped from yesterday's wind. "Read the play. East door, maintenance. You know Lang's setup." Julia stepped close, uneven gait making her sway. The tribal ink itched under her sleeve, sweat dried stiff. Gwendolyn backed up, bumped the counter. Coffee pot rattled. "I do. You micromanage, then blame."

		Heat crawled Julia's neck, pulse jumping at her jaw. "Micromanage saves your ass. Like the weigh-in. Without me, you're bait."

		Gwendolyn's laugh cracked high. "Bait? I'm the one feeding codes. You limp in, play hero."

		Julia's can crumpled in her fist, beer sloshing. "Limp? That knee took the hit for your files. And this? You choked."

		"Choked?" Gwendolyn shoved off the counter, chest bumping Julia's. Fabric rasped. "You pull back today. All cold. Like last night meant jack."

		Julia's breath caught. There it sat, the sand shifting. "Professional. Fight's ten days out. Drive's gone."

		Gwendolyn's eyes narrowed, scar twitching. "Bull. You woke up holding me. Now this."

		Julia turned, limped to the table. Blueprints blurred under her palm. "Focus. Lang's laughing."

		"Focus?" Gwendolyn snatched the tablet, feed still looping empty hall. "Your scout late. My read off because you snapped."

		Julia wheeled back. "Enough." Voice low, gravel. The grief edged in, brother's face flashing unbidden, pale in that hospital bed. Lang's video twisted it all. "We lose this, championship tanks. Everything."

		Gwendolyn tossed the tablet. It skidded, screen cracking spiderweb. "Your everything. My life's the video."

		Julia's fist clenched, nails biting palm. Blood welled, copper scent. "Then pull weight."

		Gwendolyn froze, then spun for the hall. Door to the spare room clicked shut, lock snick. Julia stood there, beer dripping from her hand onto the tile, pooling dark. She grabbed the mop from the pantry, jammed it down hard. The fridge hummed louder in the quiet, ice maker dumping a load. Crash. She limped to the couch, dropped heavy. Remote in hand, TV flickered CNN, talking head droning casino stocks. Volume low. Her burner sat silent on the cushion. Scout owed confirmation on Bellagio. Ten days. Drive ghosted. Gwendolyn's door stayed shut. Julia cracked her second beer, foam spilling again. She wiped it on the map, blurring Lang's vault mark into a smear. Hallway shadow stretched long from the setting sun, reaching toward the spare room door. No light under it.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 16

		

		The Anger Release

		

		

		Gwendolyn twisted the door handle until her knuckles ached, the spare room's stale air clinging to her skin like a bad decision. She yanked it open and stepped into the hallway, floorboards creaking under her sneakers. The shadow from the setting sun clawed across the living room tile, stopping short of Julia's boots propped on the coffee table. Beer cans lined the edge like spent shells, the CNN drone mixing with the fridge's low buzz. Julia didn't look up from the smeared map, her thumb pressing a damp circle into the paper. "You think mopping fixes this?" Gwendolyn said, voice scraping out sharper than she meant. Her fingers dug into the doorframe, nails catching splinters. Julia's head lifted slow. "Door's got a lock for a reason."

		"Lock your feelings away too?" Gwendolyn crossed the room in four strides, stopping at the couch arm. The tablet lay cracked on the floor, screen fractured like a bad omen. She kicked it lightly, the plastic skittering against baseboard. "That feed's dead because you ghosted my signal. Scout or no scout."

		Julia swung her legs down, boots thumping tile. The uneven hitch in her knee pulled her rise into a lurch, but she closed the gap anyway, close enough Gwendolyn smelled hops and sweat. "Ghosted? You froze. Saw Lang's shadow on the feed and bailed the window."

		"Bailed?" Gwendolyn's laugh came out wet, choked. She jabbed a finger into Julia's chest, right over the tank top strap digging into collarbone. "Your snap. 'Eyes on the mark.' Like I'm some rookie. I read the hall clear till your voice cut."

		Julia caught her wrist, grip vise-tight, thumb grinding the pulse point. "Holding back. Always. Fear's got you leashed."

		The word landed like a slap. Gwendolyn yanked free, but Julia surged forward, slamming her shoulders to the living room wall. Plaster dust sifted from the seam above the fake ficus. Julia's knee jammed between her thighs, pinning her hips, the pressure grinding denim against clit in a way that sparked traitor heat. "Say it," Julia said, breath hot on her jaw. "Scared to lose your cushy spot with Lang."

		"Fuck you." Gwendolyn shoved at Julia's shoulders, but her hands slid on sweat-slick skin, bunching the tank. Buttons strained on her own blouse as Julia's fingers hooked the collar and ripped down. Fabric parted with a pop-pop-pop, pearl buttons pinging off the TV stand. Cool air hit her bra cups, nipples peaking hard. Julia's mouth clamped her neck, teeth scraping the tendon before sucking hard, the pull blooming bruise-purple under skin. Gwendolyn's head thunked back, a hiss escaping as Julia dragged lower, shoving the bra up. One breast spilled free, then the other, Julia's lips latching the left nipple. Tongue flicked rough, then teeth grazed, the sting shooting straight to her core. Gwendolyn's hips bucked against Julia's thigh, wetness soaking through her jeans. "You want this," Julia muttered against flesh, words vibrating the peak. Her free hand clawed Gwendolyn's waistband, zipper rasping down. Fingers plunged inside, cupping through panties, middle digit pressing the soaked cotton to her slit. Gwendolyn grabbed Julia's hair, yanking her head back. Strands tangled in her fist, Julia's eyes dark slits. "My turn." She shoved hard, Julia's boots slipping on the beer-slick tile. They stumbled, Julia's ass hitting the couch edge, folding her back onto sagging cushions. Gwendolyn followed, kneeing the couch frame as she climbed on, knees bracketing Julia's ribs. She ground down once, denim crotch dragging Julia's tank, then yanked her own jeans lower, panties snagging mid-thigh. Julia's hands gripped her ass cheeks, spreading them as Gwendolyn shuffled up. She planted one knee on the couch arm, the other beside Julia's head, lowering until her pussy hovered inches from that mouth. A string of arousal stretched, breaking when Julia's tongue flicked out. Gwendolyn dropped full weight, grinding clit-first against parted lips. Julia's tongue speared inside, hot and insistent, lapping folds with punishing laps. Gwendolyn rocked harder, thighs quivering, the couch springs groaning under them. Wet sounds filled the room, mixing with CNN's stock ticker beep. Julia's nose bumped her clit on every thrust, teeth grazing inner lips. "Come on," Gwendolyn grated, fingers twisting Julia's short hair tighter. "Earn it." Heat coiled low, thighs clamping Julia's ears. She chased it angry, hips snapping, pussy clenching around that thrusting tongue. Orgasm hit like a gut punch, walls fluttering, juices smearing Julia's chin. Gwendolyn shuddered through it, grinding past the peak until oversensitive nerves screamed. Julia bucked her off mid-aftershock, rolling them sideways. The couch flipped under their weight, dumping them to the floor in a tangle of limbs. Gwendolyn landed on hands and knees, rug burn biting palms. Julia's weight pinned her from behind, one hand snatching both wrists and wrenching them high between shoulder blades. The stretch burned shoulders, but Gwendolyn arched anyway, ass lifting. Julia's fingers shoved her panties aside, two plunging knuckle-deep into slick heat. No tease, just rough thrust, curling to drag g-spot with every pump. Gwendolyn's forehead pressed carpet, moans muffled in polyester fibers. Julia's thumb circled her asshole, pressing but not entering, the pressure filthy promise. "Tight," Julia said, voice gravel over the wet schlick-schlick. "Clench like you mean it."

		Gwendolyn pushed back, fucking herself on those fingers, walls sucking them deeper. Sweat dripped from Julia's brow onto her spine, cooling fast. The third finger forced in stretched her wide, burn melting to ache-need. Julia's hips ground forward, belt buckle digging tailbone, mimicking cock-thrust. Gwendolyn's arms shook in that wrist-lock, elbows screaming, but she chased the build, clit throbbing untouched against rug. "Not enough," Gwendolyn gasped, bucking free. She twisted, tackling Julia onto her back. Jeans kicked off in a frantic tangle, panties ripping at the seam. Julia stripped fast, tank over head, cargos shoved to knees. Her pussy glistened, folds swollen, tribal tattoo flexing as she kicked the pants free. Gwendolyn shoved her thighs wide, slotting leg between. Clits kissed on the first grind, slick friction sparking. They hooked ankles, legs scissoring tight, pussies mashing with hip snaps. Julia's hands bruised her hips, nails digging crescents. Gwendolyn clawed Julia's thigh, pulling harder, the rub turning punishing. Clit to clit, hoods dragging, juices mixing in slippery mess. Grunts punched out with every slam, floor shaking under them. "Faster," Julia demanded, free hand pinching her own nipple red. Gwendolyn obliged, pace brutal, sweat stinging eyes. Pressure built white-hot, clit pulsing against Julia's. They peaked together, Gwendolyn first with a choked yell, walls spasming empty. Julia followed, thighs quaking, a low groan ripping out as her clit throbbed against Gwendolyn's. They collapsed apart, chests heaving. Gwendolyn rolled to her back two feet away, panties dangling from one ankle, blouse rags on shoulders. The rug itched shoulder blades. Julia lay sprawled, cargo pants twisted at boots, beer puddle inches from elbow. CNN looped casino ad jingle, volume unchanged. Gwendolyn stared at the ceiling fan, blades chopping shadow. Her pussy throbbed, sore and sated, but the heat in her chest stayed knotted. Julia's burner buzzed once on the couch, screen lighting Victor Lang's contact photo. Neither moved. "You still think I held back?" Gwendolyn said finally, voice flat. Julia grunted, didn't turn. "Drive's still gone."

		Gwendolyn's scar itched under drying sweat. She sat up slow, tugging blouse closed over bite marks. Julia's knee twitched, the old surgery scar pink and puckered. The hallway shadow had swallowed the spare room door whole now, night pressing glass black. Julia grabbed her tank from the floor, yanked it on inside out. "Ten days. Get your head straight."

		Gwendolyn stood, jeans rasping up zipper teeth. The cracked tablet blinked standby at her feet. She nudged it with her toe, screen fracturing wider. Julia limped to the kitchenette, fridge door sucking open. Ice clinked into a glass, whiskey glug following. Door handle cool under Gwendolyn's palm again. She paused, back to the room. Julia's pour echoed louder than the TV. Click. Lock snicked home.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 17

		

		The Loyalty Choice

		

		

		Julia's glass sweated rings onto the Formica counter. She swirled the whiskey, ice cubes clacking against the sides like loose teeth. The door's snick still hung in her ears, louder than the TV's casino jingle droning on. Her knee throbbed from the floor grind earlier, surgery scar pulling tight under the denim. She drained half the glass in one go, the burn scraping down her throat. Burner phone vibrated again on the couch arm. Victor Lang's photo smirked up at her, that greased-back hair and gold chain. She thumbed accept before she could think better. "Julia," his voice slithered through the speaker, smooth as the alley dealers she avoided. "You been dodging my texts. Fight's in eight days. Drive's safe with me. Video too."

		She gripped the phone harder, tattoo ink flexing on her bicep. "What do you want, Victor? Spit it out."

		A chuckle, low and wet. "Simple trade. You give a statement at the presser tomorrow. Blame Rico Vasquez for your brother's crash. Say he paid off the mechanic. I destroy the master drive and the clip of your girl. Clean slate. You win the belt, career intact. Brother gets justice."

		Her thumb froze mid-swipe on the counter edge. Rico Vasquez, that sleaze promoter with the nitrous-fed cars. Pinning Tommy's wreck on him would stick, sell tickets. But Tommy's garage logs sat in her safe deposit box back home, grease stains proving Victor's crew rigged the brakes themselves. Covering for the man who killed him. "Just one statement," Victor pressed. "Reporters eat it up. Your grief sells. Drive gone, pussy pics buried. Or I leak more tomorrow. Her face clear this time."

		She hung up without a word, phone clattering to the counter. Whiskey glass empty now. She refilled it automatic, hand steady from years of wraps and hooks. Tommy's face flashed, that gap-toothed grin before the track day. Rear-ended into the barrier, car mangled like tinfoil. Victor's insurance payout bought his first gym. Legacy. That's what this was. Door banged open down the hall. Gwendolyn's footsteps, heavy in those scuffed sneakers. Back already? Julia tensed, but no, just the neighbor hauling trash bags, cursing the latch. House empty again. She grabbed her jacket from the hook, keys jangling. Arena district, three miles out. Gwendolyn would head there eventually, chasing leads on the drive. Text her to meet in the alley off Fremont Gate. Hash this out before it festered worse. She limped to the Jeep, knee protesting the drop to the driver's seat. Engine growled to life, AC blasting stale air. Safe house shrank in the rearview as she punched toward the Strip, neon clawing the dusk sky. Traffic snarled at Sahara, some tourist in a Prius honking wrong. Eight days to the title fight, drive location cold, video ticking like a bomb. Victor's offer gnawed. Say the words, protect Tommy's name from the mud Rico didn't deserve. Lose Gwendolyn for good, maybe the plan too. Alley behind the arena reeked of dumpster rot and piss, chain-link rattling in the hot wind. Julia parked crooked against the wall, gravel crunching under tires. She killed the engine, stepped out slow. Her boot scuffed a crushed Red Bull can, silver glinting wet. Gwendolyn's Civic pulled up minutes later, headlights slicing the gloom before flicking off. She emerged from the driver's side, blouse still ragged at the collar from earlier, curvy hips swaying uneven as she slammed the door. "You texted meet here," Gwendolyn said, arms crossed tight over her chest. Streetlight caught the scar on her chin, pink and raised. "What's the play? Drive intel?"

		Julia leaned on the Jeep hood, arms folded to match. Asphalt stuck to her palms, gritty. "Victor's call. Offer. Statement for the drive and video."

		Gwendolyn's sneakers scraped closer, stopping an arm's length away. "What statement?"

		"Blame Rico for Tommy. Public. Presser tomorrow." Julia's voice came out flat, like reading fight stats. "He destroys everything after."

		Gwendolyn's jaw shifted side to side, teeth grinding audible. "Rico? That hack promoter? Tommy's logs prove Victor's guys did it. You know that."

		"Public doesn't. Statement sticks the narrative. Career safe. Belt mine." Julia pushed off the hood, closing half the gap. Heat rolled off Gwendolyn's skin, mixed with alley stink. "Tommy's name clean."

		"Clean?" Gwendolyn spat the word, uncrossing arms to jab a finger at Julia's chest. Nail caught the tank strap, tugged it sideways. "It's a lie. Victor killed him, covered it. You say this, you're his puppet. Drive gone, sure, but my face everywhere anyway. Leaks don't stop."

		Julia batted the hand away, grip lingering on Gwendolyn's wrist a beat too long. Skin hot, pulse jumping under her thumb. "My brother. Not your call."

		Gwendolyn yanked free, eyes narrowing to slits. "Our mess now. Video's both of us. Full exposure, we go public first. Post the logs, your proof. Ruin him before he twists it."

		Julia's laugh barked short, echoing off brick. "Logs? Cops buried that years ago. Victor owns half the force. Statement flips it legal. You want truth? Watch it bury us both."

		Gwendolyn paced two steps, gravel skittering, then wheeled back. Her blouse gapped at the tear, bite mark peeking purple on her collarbone. "Truth's the only out. Hide behind lies, you're no better than him. We fight together or not at all."

		Knee locked up then, sharp twinge shooting up Julia's thigh. She shifted weight, boot grinding can flatter. Tommy's helmet cam footage, blurred but damning, sat encrypted on her old thumb drive. One leak from Victor, and it all unraveled. Statement bought time, silence. "Not your grief. Not your brother crumpling that Supra into flames."

		Gwendolyn stopped pacing, close enough now Julia smelled her shampoo, coconut cheap from the dollar store. "Grief? It's chains. Victor's got you leashed same as me. Choose him, we're done."

		Words hung thick, alley wind whipping a plastic bag past their feet. Julia's tattoo itched under the jacket sleeve, fresh sweat pooling in the lines. Tommy's laugh track in her head, that dumb joke about promoters and used cars. Rico took the heat, Victor walked. Legacy preserved. Gwendolyn's eyes bored in, pleading under the anger, that yielding pull she hated needing. "I'm doing the statement," Julia said, voice gravel-low. "Protect what's mine."

		Gwendolyn recoiled like slapped, scar twitching with her flinch. "Yours. Not us. Drive stays hidden, fight's fucked. Video drops, I'm gone anyway."

		"Go then." Julia turned half-away, keys biting her palm. "Solo it. See how far access codes get without muscle."

		Gwendolyn's laugh cracked brittle. "Muscle? Or your leash? Text me when Victor owns you outright."

		She spun for her Civic, door yanking open with a squeal. Engine coughed awake, taillights blooming red as she peeled gravel, tires smoking faint. Julia stood rooted, dust settling on her boots. Phone heavy in her pocket, Victor's number burning. Eight days. Presser tomorrow. She limped back to the Jeep, door thudding shut behind her. Radio crackled static on the drive back, some country station bleeding Adele's "Someone Like You" warped. Julia punched it off, silence roaring louder. Brother's dash cam sat in the glove box, plastic cracked from heat. She popped it open, thumbed power. Grainy footage rolled: Tommy waving from the Supra, Victor's black Escalade tailing close in the mirror. Impact jerked the frame, screams cutting audio. She snapped it off, tossed it back. Statement words rehearsed silent: "Rico Vasquez paid the mechanic. My brother's blood on his hands." Clean. Safe. Safe house loomed dark when she pulled up, Gwendolyn's Civic gone. Julia killed lights, sat engine idling. Text from unknown number pinged: Lena Brooks. "Heard rift. Victor's moving drive to venue tomorrow. Watch your back."

		Julia deleted it unread full. Knee screamed sitting still, so she hauled out, gravel path crunching to the door. Lock stuck again, key jiggling twice. Inside, living room rug still rumpled from earlier, panties kicked to the baseboard. She toed them aside, fridge hum mocking. Burner lit Victor's line. "Statement's on. Presser details?"

		His laugh returned, fatter now. "Good girl. Eleven a.m. sharp. Drive waits after."

		Call dropped. Julia poured another whiskey, glass sweating fresh. Eight days blurred tight. Gwendolyn's Civic wouldn't loop back tonight. Objective splintered, drive deeper hidden, video primed. She sank to the couch, boot sole tapping irregular rhythm. Knee scar burned white-hot. Presser suit hung in the closet, gray pinstripe Tommy picked last. She drained the glass, ice melting to nothing. Tomorrow. Legacy first. Dawn crept orange through blinds, arena banners flapping distant on the news feed muted. Julia laced boots tight, knee brace cinching under jeans. Jacket zipped, tattoo hidden. Civic tracks absent from the drive. She grabbed the burner, thumb hovering Victor's contact. Send. "Heading to venue now. Confirm meet spot."

		Reply instant: "Alley again. Bring the fire."

		Jeep keys cold in fist. She stepped out, door locking click behind. Asphalt stretched empty toward the Strip, Gwendolyn's absence a ghost in the passenger seat. Fight night loomed, no partner, no drive, brother's shadow pulling strings. Victor's Escalade would idle there, deal sealed. She gunned the engine, tires biting forward.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 18

		

		The Solo Attempts

		

		

		Gwendolyn gripped the steering wheel of her Civic until the plastic creaked, knuckles whitening over the faded Mickey Mouse sticker her niece had slapped on last Christmas. The alley lights faded in the rearview as she peeled out the opposite way, exhaust popping like gunfire against the chain-link fence. Julia's Jeep had vanished toward the Strip, taillights swallowed by traffic. Her thighs stuck to the seat vinyl, sweat pooling from the argument's heat. Eight days until the fight. Drive still out there. Victor's game. She swung into the arena employee lot, badge clipped hasty to her lanyard, the one with the frayed edge from too many laundries. Security nodded her through the service gate, no questions after midnight. Halls echoed empty, vending machine humming fluorescent buzz at the end of C corridor. Her sneakers squeaked on the polished tile, each step pulling at the hem of her untucked blouse. Access panel glowed blue by the admin office. Thumbprint reader. Victor had slipped her the override code weeks back, "insurance," he'd called it with that cologne-thick grin. She punched it in: 7-2-9-4-VL. Green light. Door hissed open. Monitors flickered in the dark, desktops logged out. She dropped into Lena's chair, the one with the duct-taped arm, mouse clicking through folders. Backup drives, fight footage, spreadsheets of ticket sales. No master. Her code dug deeper, admin privileges peeling back layers. Firewall pinged warning. "Access denied." She rerouted through the secondary server, fingers flying. Partial match: encrypted file cluster labeled "Contingency." Heartbeat thumped in her ears like a bass drop. Download initiated, progress bar crawling at 14%. Footsteps outside. She yanked the USB stick, screen frozen. Door handle rattled. She slid under the desk, knees to chest, breath fogging the metal. Guard's radio crackled: "Clearing admin. All quiet." Boots shuffled past, paused, moved on. She crawled out, chair legs scraping. Back to the Civic, engine turning over rough. Dead end. Julia would have smashed through that, fists first. Phone vibrated on the passenger seat. Lena Brooks. "Gym. Now. Underground. Got leads." Gwendolyn mashed reply thumbs: On way. Underground gym squatted beneath the arena, service elevator shaft reeking of oil and chlorine from the old pool rooms. She buzzed down, chain rattling the cage door. Lena waited by the heavy bags, ponytail swinging as she shadowboxed, tank top dark with sweat patches under the arms. "You look like hell," Lena said, gloves muffling the words. Gwendolyn leaned on the cinderblock wall, cool concrete biting through her blouse. "Julia's out. Rift. Victor's moving the drive here tomorrow. You hear?"

		Lena peeled tape from her knuckles, wincing at a split. "Yeah. And she's folding. Word's out. Julia's doing the statement. Rico Vasquez hit for the mechanic, brother's blood on him. Presser's tomorrow, eleven sharp." She tossed the tape roll, bounced off Gwendolyn's knee. "Victor texted the gym list. She's in."

		Stomach knotted, acid rising like bad takeout. Julia chose it. Legacy over them. Over the drive, the video, her. Gwendolyn chewed the inside of her cheek, copper tang blooming. "She tell you?"

		"Nah. Gym chatter. Fighters talk. She's prepping suit in the locker room, gray pinstripe. Victor's laughing on calls." Lena shadowboxed again, jab-cross-hook. "You two splintered bad?"

		Gwendolyn nodded once, short. Low self-esteem coiled tight, the old familial echo: not enough, never picked first. Pushed it down. "Drive first. Where's it hiding?"

		Lena grabbed a towel, wiped her neck. "Victor bragged to Marco. Secure locker, east wing arena level. Combo's his birthday, 0-5-1-2. Needs muscle to crack, though. Guard posted." She nodded to the speed bag. "Hit it. Work the shake."

		Gwendolyn wrapped her hands sloppy, tape bunching. Bag swung light under her wraps, rhythm off. Laptop propped on the bench, arena cams hacked via her phone hotspot. East wing flickered grainy: Victor's Escalade parked crooked by the loading dock. Him inside, pacing, phone to ear. She zoomed: satchel slung over his chair. Shape matched the drive case. Close. So close. Phone buzzed again. Unknown number. Link. She tapped. Twitter feed exploded: thirty-second clip. Her on knees in the office, Julia's hand fisted in her hair, mouth open wide. Blurred faces but the scar on her chin clear, tribal ink flashing on a bicep. Hashtag #FighterScandal. Retweets piling: 500, 2k. Comments scrolling: "Slut fighter throws fight for pussy?" "Victor Lang owns them." Stomach heaved. She bolted to the trash bin, vomit splashing the plastic liner, chili from lunch burning up. Lena rubbed her back circles. "Shit. Teaser. He's flushing you out."

		Gwendolyn wiped her mouth on her sleeve, salt-stink rising. "I can get it. East wing. Now."

		"No. Guards doubled after that leak. Julia tried already, alley bust. Security dragged her Jeep tags." Lena scrolled her own phone. "She's circling blocks away, blocked cold."

		Both solo. Both crashed. Gwendolyn's codes fizzled, Julia's fists bounced by badges. Separation's bite. She grabbed her hoodie from the hook, zipped it hood up. "I'm going."

		Lena blocked the elevator, arms crossed. "Wait dawn. He's there now, high."

		"Move." Voice cracked. Lena stepped aside. Cage rattled up. Arena halls dimmed post-midnight, emergency lights pooling orange. East wing door propped with a crate, radio chatter leaking: "Lang inside, drive secure." She slipped the combo: 0-5-1-2. Click. Inside: racks of gear, mats rolled, Victor's satchel on the shelf, zipper half-open. Drive glinted black. Footsteps heavy. Guard's shadow bulked the doorframe. She lunged, fingers grazing the case. Alarm whooped red strobe. Guard bellowed, "Hey!" Massive hand clamped her shoulder, spun her. She kicked shin, heel glancing off boot. He laughed, knee into her thigh, buckle digging bruise. Radio squawked: "Intruder east secure. Send backup."

		She twisted, elbow to gut soft. He grunted, grip iron. Walkie barked Victor's voice: "Hold her. Fighter's bitch." Pinned face-down on the mat, cheek grinding rubber, zip ties biting wrists. Smell of his Old Spice choked. "Lang wants words."

		Elevator dinged distant. More boots. She bucked, knee popping his balls. He wheezed, loosened. She rolled free, case snagged under arm, sprinted. Door slammed her hip, hall blurring. Stairs two at a time, thighs burning. Case heavy, drive inside thumping her ribs. Alarm wailed building shake. Service exit dumped to the lot. Civic keys fumbled, engine coughing. Tires shrieked onto Paradise Road, mirror flashing cop lights starting. Victor's Escalade gunned behind, high beams blinding. She wove lanes, horn blaring semis. Phone rang: Lena. Answered hands-free. "Got it. East locker. Pursued."

		"Shit, ditch it. Gym drop. Julia knows." Click. Escalade closed gap, bumper kiss. She yanked the wheel, canyon carve around a trucker. Case slid floorboard. Red light ahead. Gunned through, horns symphony. Turnoff to the industrial spur, underpass dark. Escalade mirrored. She braked hard, gravel spray. Foot to floor, Civic fishtailing onto the spur road to the gym backlot. Gym door banged open, Lena hauling her inside. Case slapped the bench. "Open it."

		Fingers numb, zipper stuck. Victor's tires crunched outside. Lena peered slat window. "He's circling. Guards inbound."

		Gwendolyn pried: empty. Foam insert. Decoy. "Fuck." Drive ghosted again. Solo trap. Lena dragged the rolling shutter down, chains clanking lock. "Julia texted. Her alley play blocked too. Victor bounced her, statement locked. You're both burned."

		Gwendolyn sank to the bench, hoodie hood slipping, scar itching under sweat. Vomit tang clung tongue. Phone lit: more links, clip views at 50k. Her face everywhere. Julia's ink. Fight posters tainted. Low point cratered, neglect's whisper loud: alone again, picked last, failure stamped. Lena sat beside, arm loose around shoulders. "We regroup. But her choice. Statement drops dawn."

		Gwendolyn stared at the speed bag, still swaying from earlier. Chain links glinted dull. Victor's engine revved outside, taillights sweeping red across the block.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 19

		

		The Weigh-In Convergence

		

		

		Julia Hendricks shoved through the glass doors of the T-Mobile Arena's weigh-in hall, the rubber seal sucking air behind her with a sticky pop. Reporters swarmed the scale platform up front, flashes popping off Nikons and iPhones like faulty fireworks. Sweat from the last gym session still glued her tank to her ribs, and the knee brace under her sweats pinched skin raw from the botched grab at Victor's Escalade in that alley off Paradise Road. Security had bounced her hard, two meaty guys in black polos slamming her against chain-link while Victor peeled out laughing from the passenger window. Statement locked in, he'd yelled. Dawn drop. Her phone had buzzed nonstop since, texts from her cutman and the promoter stacking up unread. She scanned the crowd, fighters stripping down to weigh, entourages barking numbers. Victor Lang stood by the water station, that gold pinky ring catching light as he scrolled his cell. The drive. She'd pieced it from a burner text an hour back: venue safe, locker annex. Solo shot blown, but fight weigh-in tomorrow morning meant chaos cover tonight. Her fingers flexed, bicep tattoo itching under the jacket sleeve. Grief clawed up her throat, brother's face flashing from old fight tapes, the kind Victor twisted into promo lies. A ripple cut through the pack near the east bleachers. Gwendolyn Lennard pushed past a knot of bloggers, hoodie zipped to her chin, curvy hips bumping a folding chair that skidded metal legs across tile. Exhaustion dragged her cheeks hollow, that scar on her chin red like she'd picked at it. Their stares hooked across the hall, Gwendolyn freezing mid-step, coffee cup denting in her fist. Julia's boot scraped forward first. Reporters parted like they sensed the pull, mics dipping. Gwendolyn met her halfway by a stanchion rope, the black velvet barrier sagging under event posters curling at edges. Up close, Gwendolyn's eyes sat puffy, mascara smudged into faint tracks. Julia smelled the gym on her, rubber mats and stale Gatorade. "You look like shit," Julia said. Gwendolyn's cup crumpled more, lid popping off. Brown dribble hit the floor. "Drive's a decoy. Mine too. Victor's got the real one here. Locker annex."

		Julia nodded once, gaze flicking to Victor by the bottled water pyramid. He laughed at something from his handler, teeth flashing white against the tan. "Burner tipped me. Saw your clip trending. Fifty K views."

		Gwendolyn wiped her mouth with her sleeve, fabric bunching. "Lena pulled me from the spur road chase. Empty case. He tailed me the whole way."

		Julia shifted weight off the bad knee, brace creaking. The separation from the alley choice hung there, her nod to Victor's deal still souring her gut. Brother's death pinned on rival promoters. Legacy safe, she'd thought. But the solo block replayed: Victor's smirk as guards pinned her wrists. "Statement drops dawn. Locks everything."

		A reporter edged in, Canon slung around neck. "Julia! Hendricks! Weigh-in comment? Title shot?"

		Julia's arm shot out, palm flat to his chest. "Fuck off." He stumbled back into a light stand, tripod wobbling. Gwendolyn tugged her jacket cuff, nails bitten to nubs. "Why'd you do it? The statement. Lena said."

		Julia's jaw worked gum she'd forgotten, spearmint gone flavorless. "Brother. Victor spins it right, no more whispers he threw that last fight. Clean grave."

		Gwendolyn's breath hitched, quick like she'd swallowed wrong. "You think that's clean? He's the one who fed those rumors first. Pushed the overdose narrative to bury sponsors."

		Julia blinked, crowd noise fading to a cotton muffler. "What?"

		"Whispered tip. Gym contact, ex-handler. Victor paid off the tox report. Your brother's printout in my locker. Faked levels. Statement seals it for him, not you."

		The words landed like a knee to solar plexus. Julia replayed Victor's offer in the alley call, voice smooth over speaker: protect the memory. Lies layered on lies. Her fists balled, jacket zipper biting knuckles. Brother's eyes in that final tape, clear, not doped. Victor's ring glinted again across the room, thumb scrolling feeds. Gwendolyn stepped closer, shoulder brushing Julia's. Heat cut through the chill AC blast from overhead vents. "Solo's dead. Both burned. But together..."

		A fighter bellowed from the scale, 168 on the nose, crowd stomping bleachers in approval. Julia grabbed Gwendolyn's elbow, steering her past velvet ropes into the shadowed service corner by emergency exits. Concrete wall chilled her back through the jacket, Gwendolyn's body slotting in front, close enough Julia smelled her shampoo, coconut over sweat. No one glanced their way, reporters glued to the platform. "Joint," Julia said, voice low. "Annex grid. East side, under catwalk. I saw blueprints on promoter dropbox. Needs two: hack panel, muscle lift."

		Gwendolyn nodded, hood slipping back, hair sticking to her temple. "I got codes from arena IT last week. Partial access. But the grate bolts..."

		Julia's hand found Gwendolyn's waist, fingers digging into soft curve under the hoodie. Control snapped back, that yielding press against her palm familiar. Gwendolyn didn't pull away, breath warming Julia's collarbone. "I pry. You plug. Victor's circling promoters now. Window opens post-weigh chaos."

		Gwendolyn's fingers curled into Julia's tank hem, tugging fabric taut. "And the statement? You pull it?"

		Julia's free hand cupped Gwendolyn's jaw, thumb pressing the scar's ridge. Rough skin snagged her callus. "Burn the fucker. Call his bluff." Grief twisted fresh, but Gwendolyn's pulse jumped under her grip, steady anchor. Separation cost showed in the quiver of her thighs brushing Julia's sweats, exhaustion cracking the facade. "Why now?" Gwendolyn asked, voice threading thin. Julia leaned in, noses bumping. "Because alone's a trap. Victor's." Her knee twinged standing this long, but Gwendolyn's weight leaned in, easing it. Bodies fit tight in the corner nook, hall din muffling to footsteps and laughter bursts. A PA crackled overhead: next fighter, Cortez to scale. Cameras swung away. Gwendolyn's hand slid up Julia's ribs, palm flat over ribs. "Lena's out. Spooked after the chase. Just us."

		Julia's mouth hovered Gwendolyn's ear. "Dawn's hours off. We move after my weigh. Back hall." Her fingers slipped under the hoodie hem, tracing hip bone dip. Skin hot, goosebump rising. Gwendolyn shivered, pressing closer, breasts soft against Julia's chest. "Trust?" Gwendolyn whispered. Julia tilted her chin up, lips grazing the scar. "Or die trying." The word hung, no promise, just fact. Victor's laugh cut through again, distant by the water. Gwendolyn's eyes held hers, pupils blown in dim light. Her hand pressed harder into Julia's side, nails scraping. Julia's control flexed, wanting to pin her here, claim the yield. But the scale clanged empty, announcer calling her name. "Hendricks! On deck!"

		Julia pulled back an inch, breath shared. Gwendolyn's fingers stayed hooked in her tank. They broke apart slow, Julia straightening jacket over the tattoo. Gwendolyn zipped her hoodie, scar vanishing under collar. Victor turned their way, eyes narrowing across the ropes. Julia stepped out first, gait evened by purpose. Gwendolyn fell in behind, cup ditched on a ledge. The scale waited, digital numbers glowing red. Julia stripped the jacket, tank clinging. Reporters surged. She glanced back once. Gwendolyn nodded from the corner shadow, hand in pocket over phone. Victor watched them both, ring twisting on his pinky. Julia kicked off boots, toes curling on cold tile. Weight first. Plan second. Drive third. The announcer tapped mic. "Julia Hendricks, challenger!"

		She mounted the platform, metal groaning under soles.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 20

		

		The Brother's Truth

		

		

		Julia stepped off the scale, the digital readout frozen at 145.2. Reporters shouted questions, flashes popping like firecrackers. She grabbed her jacket from the handler, shrugging it on without a word, eyes cutting straight to the shadowed corner where Gwendolyn waited. Victor lingered by the ropes, pinky ring catching light as he clapped slow, mouth twisted in that half-smirk. Gwendolyn's pulse jumped in her throat. She pushed off the wall, hoodie zipped tight, and fell in step behind Julia as the crowd parted. They dodged through the throng, elbows bumping strangers, the air thick with cheap cologne and rubber mats. Julia's hand brushed her wrist once, quick tug toward a side door marked "Authorized." It banged open to a dim corridor, fluorescent buzz overhead, liniment tang hitting like a slap. Gwendolyn's sneakers squeaked on tile. Julia didn't look back, gait pulling uneven from the knee, but her shoulders stayed square. The locker room door creaked wide. Empty inside, benches bolted to floor, lockers dented and gray. A single bulb hummed over the sinks, casting long shadows. Julia kicked the door shut, bolt sliding home with a clunk. She turned, jacket unzipped, tank damp under arms. "Sit."

		Gwendolyn dropped onto the nearest bench, wood cool through her jeans. Her fingers twisted the hoodie string, knot tightening under her thumb. Julia paced three steps, then stopped, fists on hips. The tattoo peeked from her sleeve, black lines stark against skin. "You first," Julia said. Her voice filled the room, low scrape like gravel. Gwendolyn's mouth went dry. She licked her lips, tasting salt from the venue sweat. "Lena texted. Drive's in Victor's inside pocket. Left side. He switches it to the safe post-fight, but chaos hits before then. Crowd surge after undercard."

		Julia nodded once, sharp. "We grab during that. Swap the dupe." She pulled a USB from her sports bra, black and scuffed, dangling it by the cap. "This one's wiped clean. Matches weight."

		Gwendolyn stared at it, then up. Julia's eyes pinned her, unblinking. The scar on her chin itched, old scab flaking under skin. "You agreed to his statement. Blame the rival promoter for your brother. That's not nothing."

		Julia's jaw shifted, side to side. She hooked the bench edge with her boot toe, leaning in until her shadow swallowed Gwendolyn's lap. "Tommy died clean. Rival gym spiked his water with steroids, masked as vitamins. Victor covered it, spun the narrative. Statement lets him bury that. Lets Tommy fade."

		Gwendolyn's stomach knotted. She pressed her palms flat to thighs, nails digging denim. Julia crouched slow, knee protesting with a pop, face level now. Breath mint-hot across Gwendolyn's mouth. "But the tip at weigh-in," Julia went on, "says Victor doctored reports. Statement feeds his version. Tommy rots twice over." Her fingers caught Gwendolyn's chin, thumb rough on the scar. Tilted it up. "I chose wrong. Protecting a ghost."

		The touch burned. Gwendolyn's breath hitched, chest rising fast. She grabbed Julia's wrist, not pulling away. "My dad left when I was nine. Mom said it was my fault, too clingy. Every guy after, same. Bail when I lean." Her voice cracked on lean. "You walking that alley? Felt like them. All over."

		Julia's thumb pressed harder, denting skin. "Should've dragged you." She stood abrupt, knee groaning, and yanked her phone from the jacket pocket. Thumbed it open, video queued. Grainy footage filled the screen, Gwendolyn's old office, Victor's hand on her throat, her gasp clear. Julia held it out. "This copy. Fake timestamps, but real enough to leak."

		Gwendolyn's gut twisted. "Delete it."

		Julia's laugh barked short. "Better." She slammed the phone face-down on the bench, fist cocked. Screen cracked under the first punch, shards skittering. Second swing splintered the back. Plastic crunched to powder. She shook glass flecks from knuckles, blood beading one cut. Phone guts smoked faint, circuit char. Gwendolyn stared at the wreck, then Julia's hand. Reached for it, hesitant. Julia snatched her wrist instead, yanked her up. Bodies collided, Julia's tank sweat-slick against Gwendolyn's hoodie. "Yours now," Julia said, shoving the USB into Gwendolyn's fist. Closed her fingers around it. "Prove me."

		Heat coiled low in Gwendolyn's belly. She nodded, fast, and dropped the hoodie zipper. It pooled at her feet. Julia's eyes raked down, tank top clinging to her curves, bra lace peeking. Julia's grip tightened, bruising, and spun her toward the lockers. Metal rattled as Gwendolyn's palms slapped cold steel. "Hands stay." Julia's voice dropped, command thick. Her body pinned from behind, thigh wedged between Gwendolyn's legs, pressing up. Friction sparked through denim. Gwendolyn arched, ass grinding back, needy whine slipping out. Julia's free hand ripped the tank up, bra shoved aside. Fingers found nipple, pinched hard enough to sting. Gwendolyn bucked, clit throbbing against the thigh pressure. "Please," she gasped, forehead banging locker. "Quiet." Julia's mouth latched her neck, teeth grazing pulse. Other hand popped Gwendolyn's jeans button, zipper rasping down. Shoved inside, past panties, two fingers plunging straight into wet heat. No tease. Gwendolyn clenched around the invasion, walls fluttering, slick coating Julia's knuckles. Julia fucked her rough, palm grinding clit with each thrust. Thumb circled the hood, relentless. Gwendolyn's knees buckled, lockers her only brace. Drool slicked her chin, moans echoing off tile. Julia's knee knocked wider, spreading her. Fingers curled inside, hitting that spot, gush soaking Julia's wrist. "Come," Julia ordered, bite on earlobe. Gwendolyn shattered, cunt spasming, thighs quaking. She squirted messy, jeans darkening at crotch, puddle forming underfoot. Julia didn't stop. Pulled fingers free, slick strings snapping. Spun Gwendolyn, shoved to knees. Tank hiked, sports bra yanked off. Julia's breasts spilled free, nipples peaked dark. Gwendolyn lunged, mouth latching one, sucking hard. Tongue flicked, teeth grazed. Julia groaned, fist tangling her hair, guiding rough. "Pants," Julia grunted. Gwendolyn fumbled Julia's belt, zipper down. Shoved cargos and briefs to ankles. Julia's cunt bare, trimmed dark patch glistening. Gwendolyn dove in, tongue flat up the slit, clit sucked between lips. Julia's hips bucked, smearing her chin. "Deeper." Hand pressed Gwendolyn's face flush, nose buried in musk. Gwendolyn licked frantic, nose bumping clit, two fingers sliding in. Julia's walls gripped tight, hot and velvet. She scissored them, thumb on clit. Julia's thighs clamped her head, gait forgotten in the rock. "Fuck, yes." Hips rolled, chasing. Gwendolyn hummed against folds, vibration pulling a yell. Julia came hard, flood coating Gwendolyn's tongue. She lapped it up, greedy, until Julia hauled her up by hair. Lips crashed, bruising, Julia tasting herself on the kiss. Tongues battled slick. They stumbled to the bench. Julia stripped Gwendolyn bare, jeans peeled wet, panties discarded. Pushed her down, ass up, face pressed to vinyl. Julia knelt behind, hands spreading cheeks. Tongue dragged from clit to asshole, rimming slow. Gwendolyn keened, pushing back. Fingers joined, three in pussy, thumb breaching tight ring. "Take it." Julia pumped both holes, synced. Gwendolyn drooled on bench, tears streaking from overload. Second orgasm ripped, vision spotting, scream muffled in arm. Julia flipped her, straddled face. Cunt ground down, clit on tongue. Gwendolyn gripped hips, bruising, sucked like starving. Julia rode hard, breasts bouncing, hand fisting bench edge. She peaked again, squirt hitting Gwendolyn's throat, choking her gasp. Collapsed together, sweat glued skin, breaths sawing. Julia's weight pinned, safe. Gwendolyn nuzzled her neck, USB still clutched in lax fingers. Julia rolled off after a minute, grabbed marker from sink ledge. Dragged Gwendolyn to the whiteboard by the showers, scrawled fast. "Undercard ends 10:45. Surge at 11. Victor ringside, row three. You distract left, Lena texts decoy if she shows." No Lena mentioned, but Julia scratched through, added "Solo if no." Arrow to "Pocket lift during cheers. Swap. Run east exit."

		Gwendolyn traced the lines, marker cap between teeth. "Gym after. Prep there."

		Julia capped it, smeared a thumbprint over Victor's stick figure. Tossed marker. "Locker clears in twenty. Move."

		She pulled cargos up, gait steadier now, knee taped fresh from her bag. Gwendolyn dressed quick, jeans chafing soaked thighs. Julia cupped her nape at the door, squeeze firm. "No more ghosts."

		Gwendolyn nodded, scar tingling from earlier press. They slipped out, corridor empty now, crowd roar swelling distant. Victor's laugh echoed from main hall. Julia's hand brushed her pocket, USB safe inside. The gym waited underground, plan locked.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 21

		

		The Pre-Fight Preparation

		

		

		Julia shoved open the rusted side door at the arena's underbelly, the hinges groaning like an old knee brace. Stairs plunged down into the underground gym, fluorescent strips buzzing overhead, casting long shadows on scuffed black mats. Gwendolyn followed close, her sneakers squeaking on the damp steps, breath still ragged from the locker room sprint. The air hit thick, laced with stale sweat and rubber from heavy bags swaying in the corner. Lena Brooks paced near the speed bag, her ponytail swinging, phone clutched like a weapon. "About time," Lena said, stopping mid-stride. She glanced between them, eyes narrowing on Julia's taped knee. "Heard the undercard's dragging. Victor's already ringside, nursing that scotch like it's his last."

		Julia nodded once, dropping her gym bag by the mirrored wall. She peeled off her jacket, the tribal tattoo coiling tight as she rolled her shoulders. Knee protested with a dull throb, but she ignored it, grabbing wraps from the bag. Gwendolyn hovered near the door, fingers twisting the hem of her shirt, that small scar on her chin catching the harsh light like a fresh nick. "Layout first," Julia said, kicking a folded map across the mat. It unrolled with a slap, yellow highlighter lines marking arena corridors in Sharpie. She knelt, gait shifting awkward on the uneven floor, and taped her knuckles quick, the white strips snapping taut. "Lena, you're on entrance diversion. Victor's crew blocks east hall till main event. You text decoy chick from promo, get her yelling about a fight spillover. Pulls eyes left."

		Lena crouched beside the map, tracing a route with her nail. "Got it. I know the bouncers, slipped 'em twenties last week for the backdoor code. They'll chase noise." She pulled a burner phone from her shorts pocket, screen cracked but glowing. "Timing it to your surge at 11."

		Gwendolyn sank to her knees opposite, thighs pressing together like she couldn't sit still. Her curvy frame folded small, hands flat on the map, but her nails dug half-moons into the paper. Julia watched her chew the edge of her thumb, skin going white under teeth. Julia punched the speed bag light, rhythm steady, thwap-thwap-thwap filling the quiet. Sweat beaded on her neck already, tank sticking to ribs. "Gear check. Duplicate drive." She fished the USB from her cargo pocket, the one Gwendolyn had clutched post-fuck, small and matte black. Held it out. Gwendolyn took it, palm clammy, thumb rubbing the port like it'd vanish. "It's identical," Gwendolyn murmured, voice pitching up. "Weight, size. Victor won't feel the swap if you time the pocket lift during cheers." But her eyes flicked to the gym clock, red digits ticking 10:32. She rocked forward, knees knocking the mat. "What if he checks it right there? Or security cams catch the grab?"

		Julia stopped the bag with a flat palm, leather creaking under her grip. She crossed to Gwendolyn in two strides, knelt close enough to smell her shampoo over the rubber funk. Hand clamped her arm, fingers digging into the soft give above her elbow, holding firm. "He won't check. Arrogant fuck trusts his locks. Cams are looped on undercard reruns, Lena's pulling feeds."

		Gwendolyn's breath hitched, chest rising fast, but she didn't pull away. Her free hand covered Julia's, squeezing back. "I just... locker room felt solid, but now." She trailed off, thumb raw and stinging where she'd gnawed it. "Lena's solid too, but if she flakes or Victor smells it."

		Lena snorted from the map, folding it into a tight square. "Flake? Bitch, I lost my job covering your asses last month. Victor's promo girl gig paid my rent." She tucked the burner away, grabbed a water bottle from the mini-fridge, plastic crunching as she twisted the cap. Chugged half, wiped her mouth with her wrist. "I'm in. Diversion at 10:55 sharp. You two hit corridor row three."

		Julia's thumb stroked once along Gwendolyn's inner arm, vein pulsing under skin. "Plan's locked. You distract left, smile that assistant bullshit. I lift during roar. Swap and bolt east. Gym regroup if split." She released the arm, stood, testing her knee with a slow squat. Cartilage popped soft, but held. Grabbed shadowboxing gloves next, slipped them on, leather molding snug. Gwendolyn rose slower, map clutched to her chest like a shield. Nodded, scar twitching as she swallowed. "East exit to the van Lena parked. I drive if you're limping." Her voice steadied, eyes locking on the duplicate drive now clipped to Julia's waistband loop, silver chain glinting. Julia bounced on toes, threw combinations at the air, jabs snapping crisp. Left hook, right uppercut, tattoo rippling with the flex. Sweat trickled down her spine, pooling at her waistband. "No limping. Knee's taped fresh." She glanced at Lena. "Your cut post-fight. Twenty percent merch sales."

		Lena grinned, all teeth, slinging a hoodie over her tank. "Fifteen, and I want intro credits if Julia wins belt." She zipped up, hood shadowing her face. "Deal?"

		"Deal," Julia said, dropping into burpees, push-up bottoming out hard. Gwendolyn paced now, boots scuffing mats, murmuring timings under breath. Ten forty-two. Crowd roar filtered down vents, muffled bass thumping like a migraine. Julia paused mid-set, chest heaving, grabbed Gwendolyn's waist mid-pace. Pulled her flush, mouths crashing brief, teeth nipping lower lip. "Steady," she muttered against damp skin. Gwendolyn's hands fisted her tank, knuckles white, but she pressed back, hips grinding once before Julia shoved her toward the bench. "Sit. Hydrate." Julia nodded at the water crate, chugging her own, plastic denting in her fist. Threw it aside, resumed wraps check, tugging knots tight. Gwendolyn obeyed, perching on the bench, legs jellied. She uncapped a bottle, sipped slow, eyes on the map square in her lap. "Victor laughs like that when cornered. Remember the promo leak? He'll pat his pocket post-cheer, casual check."

		"Won't matter." Julia shadowboxed closer, footwork circling Gwendolyn. Jab feinted her shoulder, pull back quick. "Duplicate's perfect. You cloned it yourself." Sweat flicked off her brow, landing on Gwendolyn's knee. She dropped low, knee twinging sharp, wrapped an arm around thighs, hoisting her up piggyback style. Gwendolyn yelped, arms looping neck, duplicate drive pressing cool against Julia's hip. "Test run," Julia grunted, jogging laps around the gym perimeter. Mats thudded under boots, Lena timing on her phone. Gwendolyn bounced light, breath hot on Julia's ear, thighs clamping ribs. "Feel the lift? Pocket height matches."

		"Yeah," Gwendolyn gasped, laughing edged nervous. "But crowd surge... bodies everywhere."

		Julia slowed at the far wall, dumping her gentle onto a stack of crash pads. Knee buckled half-second, but she caught it. Loomed over, hands bracketing hips. "Bodies are cover. Lena diverts, you flirt left. I go right hand, in-out." Demonstrated palm swipe on her own pocket, USB chain jingling. Lena clapped twice. "Ten forty-eight. I'm out. Entrance in five." She scooped her keys, paused at stairs. "Don't fuck it. Text on grab." Door clanged shut behind, echoes fading. Julia pulled Gwendolyn up by elbows, bodies aligning chest to chest. Heat radiated, her tank soaked through, nipples peaking fabric. Gwendolyn's shirt rode up, soft belly brushing abs. "Anxiety's noise. Tune it." Hand slid to nape, squeezing till Gwendolyn's chin lifted, scar brushing thumb. Gwendolyn exhaled shaky, palms flat on Julia's pecs. "Tuned. You lead, I follow." Her fingers traced tattoo lines peeking at her collar, grounding. Julia kissed her temple, salt-slick, then stepped back. Grabbed fight shorts from bag, swapped cargos quick, nylon whispering. Knee tape gleamed white, fresh. Clock hit 10:50. "Gear up. Vans outside service ramp."

		Gwendolyn yanked her jacket zipper, duplicate chain tucked safe. She grabbed a black beanie from Lena's abandoned crate, tugged it low over curls. "Diversion texts ready?"

		Julia checked her own burner, screen lighting her face green. "Synced." She shouldered the bag, gait settling even as adrenaline spiked. Gym lights hummed louder now, vents rattling with arena bass drop. They hit stairs two at a time, Julia first, Gwendolyn's hand grazing her back. Door at top cracked to corridor pulse, Victor's laugh cutting sharp again from main hall. Julia pocketed burner, thumbed the USB chain one last twist. Gwendolyn bumped her shoulder. "Surge in seven."

		Julia nodded, pushing door wide. Corridor swallowed them, lights strobing distant.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 22

		

		The Drive Interception

		

		

		The corridor hummed with bass from the arena, vibrations rattling the metal lockers bolted to cinderblock walls. Gwendolyn kept her shoulder inches from Julia's, beanie itching her scalp where sweat beaded already. Victor's laugh sliced through again, closer this time, from around the bend where the hallway dog-legged toward the fighter prep rooms. She checked her burner phone screen, thumb smudging the glass. 10:52. Surge in two. Julia bumped her elbow, eyes scanning the thinning crowd of handlers and hangers-on. Most wore fight-branded polos, lanyards swinging like pendulums. "Left," Julia muttered, voice pitched under the din. Gwendolyn nodded, peeling off toward a knot of suits clustered by a vending machine. She tugged her jacket lower over her hips, forced a sway into her step. One guy glanced up, foam cup paused at his lips. She smiled, teeth catching her lower lip for half a second before she remembered Julia's grip on her nape earlier. Tune it. "Hey," she said to the taller suit, voice pitched honey-sweet. "You with the undercard? That last prelim was brutal." He blinked, cup lowering. His buddy chuckled, elbowing him. Perfect. She leaned in, pointing at his lanyard like it held state secrets. "No way, you repped that kid from Reno? Tell me he taps the Brazilian."

		Julia vanished rightward, swallowed by the press. Gwendolyn's pulse knocked in her ears, louder than the crowd's swell cresting from the main doors. The suits bought her chatter, one launching into a rant about leg locks. She nodded, eyes flicking past them. Lena's text buzzed: Diversion live. Entrance jammed. Up ahead, the corridor widened into a service junction, fluorescent strips buzzing overhead. Victor Lang stood dead center, back to a concrete pillar, phone jammed to his ear. His free hand patted his slacks pocket, USB chain outline faint through the fabric. Gray hair slicked back, tie loosened like he'd already called the night won. Two goons flanked him, both in ill-fitting blazers, one scrolling his own phone, the other cracking his knuckles on a knee. Gwendolyn's mouth went dry. She laughed at the suit's punchline, too loud, drawing Victor's glance. His eyes narrowed, phone dropping an inch. Shit. Julia was there, ten feet off, weaving casual through a gaggle of water boys hauling Igloo coolers. Victor's head snapped her way. He barked into the phone. "Hold." Hung up. "You."

		The suits froze mid-laugh. Gwendolyn sidestepped them, jacket zipper catching on a corner of the vending machine. Victor jabbed a finger her direction, voice carrying. "Stop right there, Lennard. The fuck you doing back here?" His goons straightened, blazers straining buttons. Julia closed fast, gait hitched but steady, shorts whispering against thighs. She palmed the duplicate drive in her pocket, chain coiled tight. Gwendolyn's burner vibrated again. Lena: Security vectoring. 60 sec. Crowd thickened sudden, bodies spilling from side doors as prelim winners cleared out. Elbows jostled, someone yelped over a spilled Gatorade bottle. Gwendolyn used it, ducking low, aiming for Victor's blind left. Julia mirrored right, a water boy bumping her shoulder wide. Victor spun, spotting Julia first. "Hendricks. Knew you'd crawl back." He grinned, teeth yellow under lights, hand dipping to his pocket. Goon one lunged for Julia, meaty fist swinging wide. She dodged, knee dipping awkward, but drove an elbow into his gut. Air whoofed out of him. He doubled, blocking her path to Victor. Gwendolyn shoved through, a ring card girl's heel catching her sneaker. She stumbled, palms slapping a cooler lid. Cold condensation slicked her skin. Victor whirled her way, other goon grabbing his arm. "Boss, surge."

		"Get her," Victor snarled, yanking free. He bolted left, toward the octagon access ramp, USB chain jangling audible now. Julia roared past the doubled goon, shorts riding high on quads. "Gwen, pocket!" But Victor shoulder-checked a tech lugging cables, barreling straight at Gwendolyn. No time for the palm swipe. Her stomach knotted, scar on her chin pulling tight as she clenched jaw. The goon she'd dodged earlier recovered, charging Julia from behind. He hooked her knee, the bad one, wrapping like a python. Julia buckled, face twisting, white tape shredding under his grip. She stomped his instep, bone crunch audible, but he held, yanking hard. Julia went down on one knee, asphalt biting skin through nylon. "Fuck," she hissed, fist cracking his jaw. He reeled back, blood spraying a banner. Victor plowed through, inches from Gwendolyn. She lunged, duplicate drive clutched in sweaty fist. Her fingers hooked his pocket lining, ripping fabric. The real chain spilled, cool metal grazing her knuckles. Victor swung wild, elbow clipping her shoulder. Stars burst. She clamped down, USB glinting as she yanked it free. He skidded, spun, face purple. "Bitch." Closed the gap, goons regrouping behind. Julia surged up, knee grinding pavement, gait lopsided now, full hitch. She planted between them, shoving Gwendolyn back. "Run it. Octagon doors."

		Gwendolyn clutched the drive, chain tangled around her wrist like a bracelet. Victor's breath reeked of whiskey, close enough to feel. Crowd parted around them, phones out, flashes popping. Arena roar peaked, announcer booming main event intros. Fight in minutes. "Give it," Victor said, hand out. His eyes flicked to Julia's knee, calculating. Goon two cracked knuckles again, circling wide. Julia's chest heaved, tank dark with sweat, tattoo ink stark on bicep. She didn't budge. Gwendolyn's fingers tightened on the drive. Hand it off? Hide it? Lena's security vector was seconds out, but Victor lunged first, fingers clawing for her fist. She twisted away, back slamming lockers. Metal bucked cold against spine. Julia intercepted, shoulder-checking Victor into the pillar. Thud echoed. He bounced off, swinging. Julia blocked, forearm bruising on impact, but her knee gave under weight shift. She winced, teeth bared, dropping half-inch. Gwendolyn bolted right, toward the ramp markers glowing green. Victor's nails raked air behind. "Stop her!"

		Shouts erupted, security whistles piercing bass. A Gatorade carton exploded underfoot, sticky lime pooling. Julia's burner chirped from her shorts pocket, ignored. Gwendolyn hit the access door, palm slapping the crash bar. It stuck. Locked? Victor gained, steps pounding. Julia tackled his legs from side, both crashing down. Knee hyperextended audible pop. Julia grunted, rolling free, but Victor kicked out, boot glancing her thigh. Door gave under Gwendolyn's second slam, swinging wide to octagon undercard chaos. She tumbled through, drive secure, heart slamming ribs. Glanced back. Julia hauling up, Victor scrambling after, goons hauling him back as security swarmed. "Go," Julia yelled, voice raw. Victor's eyes locked on Gwendolyn's fist, promising hell. She kicked the door shut, latch clicking. Corridor muffled. Drive burned in her palm. Fight horn blared. Tipping now.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 23

		

		The Championship Victory

		

		

		Julia Hendricks shoved off the corridor floor, knee throbbing like a busted pipe under pressure. Security goons pinned Victor against the lockers, his face purpled with rage, spit flying as he barked at them. One cop twisted his arm back, cuffs clicking into place. Julia ignored the burn in her thigh where his boot had grazed, eyes locked on the access door Gwendolyn had vanished through. Fight horn still echoed, undercard fading into prelim hype. She limped forward, past the cluster of uniforms hauling Victor toward the service elevators. His glare hit her back like gravel, but she didn't turn. Drive was safe. Plan intact. Octagon waited. She pushed through the staging area, past handlers slapping Vaseline on fighters' brows and cutmen taping knuckles with CoFlex. Ramp lights hit her full, red and gold strobing the chain-link tunnel. Crowd noise swelled, a wall of bass from the speakers pumping Travis Scott's "Sicko Mode," bass drums syncing with her pulse. Her corner man, Rico, grabbed her elbow at the mouth of the ramp. "Knee good? Lang's got that sprawl game dialed tonight."

		"Fine," she said, shaking him off. Sweat soaked her black Walkout shorts, the fabric clinging to her quads. Tribal ink on her bicep pulled tight as she flexed her gloves. Announcer boomed over the PA: "Ladies and gentlemen, it's time for the main event of the evening! Five rounds for the women's featherweight title! Introducing first, fighting out of the red corner..."

		Julia tuned it out, scanning the front row. There. Gwendolyn, wedged between Lena and a tech booth, chain around her wrist glinting under the houselights. She nodded once, sharp. Drive in play. Julia raised her gloves, jogging the ramp to boos and cheers mixing like oil and water. Victor's fans still thought he had this locked. Not for long. Octagon door swung open under the ref's hand, canvas slick under her size 8 Everlasts. She bounced on her toes in her corner, knee protesting the flex but holding. Opposite side, Victor's corner emptied him out. No, wait. Victor wasn't climbing in. His opponent was already there? No. The PA cut mid-intro. "...but wait, folks, we got a late change. Victor Lang, disqualified pre-fight. Stepping in his place..."

		Julia's gut twisted. Not Victor? But the beat said overcome Victor in octagon. No, plot: championship match against Victor Lang. Continuity: Victor is the opponent. But previous has security detaining him in corridor. How does he get to octagon? Adjust: Victor breaks free or something? Plot beat says Victor Lang overcome in octagon. From beat: Julia enters octagon with drive secured by Gwendolyn. Then Gwendolyn exposes video during fight. Victor overcome at last moment when security detains him based on evidence. So Victor is the opponent, gets into octagon somehow, fight happens, then during fight exposure leads to detention. Previous ending: security swarming in corridor as Gwendolyn enters octagon area. For continuity: Victor gets past or is allowed in for fight? He's the fighter, so he heads to octagon despite interception. Yes, he's the opponent, so even with scuffle, fight proceeds until exposure. Proceed: Julia in octagon, Victor enters opposite. Rico squirted water in her mouth from a plastic bottle, cold hitting her teeth. She spat it on the canvas, pink from blood traces of the co-main. Bell rang for intros. Ref called them center. Julia met the eyes staring back. Victor Lang. He'd slipped the initial grab somehow, goons peeling off as his team muscled him through. Cuffs gone, wrist red-rimmed. Sneer fixed on his puffy face, fresh shave gleaming under the spots. "You think a drive changes shit?" he muttered low, breath hot with Red Bull and protein shake. Ref tapped their gloves. "Protect yourselves at all times."

		Julia circled left, knee twinging on the pivot. Crowd volume hit fever pitch, beer cups arcing from upper decks. Victor lunged first, double-leg fake into a right hook. She ducked, popped a jab to his temple. Snap of leather on bone. He shook it off, pressing with knees high. She sprawled, stuffed the takedown, drove an uppercut into his ribs. Air whoofed out of him. Round one clock ticked thirty seconds gone. Gwendolyn's spot in the front row buzzed now, Lena blocking view as she fiddled with a laptop plugged into the booth's USB port. Drive slotted. Good girl. Julia ate a knee to the belly on the break, folding for a split second. Victor capitalized, whipping her to the chain. Back slammed metal links, rattling the cage. She powered out, clinched, knee'd his thigh. Thud. Crowd ate it up. "Break!" Ref peeled them. Julia tasted copper on her tongue, spat again. Victor's left eye swelled already. She feinted low, hooked high. Connected clean on his jaw. He staggered, grabbed her waist. They tumbled, her on bottom. Mount denied. She bridged, shrimped out, scrambled up. Horn sounded end of one. Corner swarmed, Rico wiping her face with an End-Swell chilled in ice. "Stay off the fence," he said. "He's hunting that knee."

		She nodded, eyes on Victor across the cage. He paced, glaring past her to the screens flanking the jumbotron. Static flickered there. Then, video feed kicked in. Not highlights. Her video. The one with Gwendolyn, grainy cell phone clip looped on every monitor in the arena: corridor scuffle, Victor's threats clear as day, audio blasting his blackmail demands. "Pay up or the world sees your fighter slut begging."

		Gasps rippled through the stands. Boos drowned the music. Victor whipped around, face draining white. "What the fuck?" His corner man yelled at the booth, but security piled the rails now, badges flashing. Julia grinned through her mouthguard. Tipped. She charged round two bell, leg kick slamming his lead calf. Pop like a wet towel. He buckled, shot desperate for the takedown. She stuffed it again, sprawled full, transitioned to back control. Hooks in. Rear naked choked. He flailed, elbows wild. Ref hovered. Crowd chanted "Tap! Tap!"

		He didn't. Powered up somehow, slammed her off. They rose, breathing ragged. One minute left. Julia pressed, combos chaining: jab-cross-hook. Last one rocked him back to the fence. He covered, fired back sloppy. Her knee hyperextended on a check, pain lancing white-hot up her leg. She chewed the inside of her cheek until salt bloomed, spat blood-flecked pink. Screens looped the clip. Victor's voice echoed: "That drive's mine, bitch." Crowd turned hard, trash raining the cage. Beer foam sliding down the chain. Security breached the front row, Lena shoving Gwendolyn clear as they swarmed the booth. Victor's team abandoned ship, hands up. Thirty seconds. Victor gassed, swings looping wide. Julia timed a counter right, split his guard. Knuckles split on his cheekbone. He dropped to a knee. Ref dove in. "Fight's stopped!" No. Victor lunged up, grabbed her singlet, yanked her down. Ground scramble. She passed guard, full mount. Ground-and-pound: elbows raining. Thud. Thud. His face mashed, eyes rolling. Ref yanked her off. "It's over!" Victor flat, not moving. Medics rushed. Julia rose, gloves high. Ref grabbed her wrist, raised it. "Your winner, by TKO, and still... no, new! Featherweight champion, Julia Hendricks!"

		Roar crashed back, phones lit the dark like fireflies. She paced the canvas, knee buckling once but locking under adrenaline. Pulled her mouthguard, kissed the camera lens fogging from breath. Corner engulfed her, Rico hugging tight. "Champ!"

		Gwendolyn vaulted the rail somehow, security parting. She hit the octagon door, slipping through before they locked it down. Chain gone, drive pocketed. Her curvy frame trembled as she crossed the canvas, scar on her chin stark under the lights. Julia met her halfway, gloves bumping her waist awkward. Pulled her in, sweat-slick foreheads touching. "Did it," Gwendolyn said, voice cracking over the din. "Yeah." Julia's arms wrapped her despite the tape, ignoring the knee bark. Victor stirred under the medics, cuffed again, dragged limp toward the tunnel. Security nodded at his team, who scattered. Blackmail ash. Crowd still bayed, but the space between them shrank to breath and canvas grit underfoot. Gwendolyn's fingers dug her back, holding like the drive had burned her palm. Julia felt the pull, steady now. No more shadows. Medics waved her over. "Knee check, champ."

		Gwendolyn stepped back, eyes asking. "Go with," Julia said. "Not letting you out of sight."

		She limped toward the cage door, Gwendolyn matching stride, hand light on her elbow. Tunnel swallowed them, cheers muffling behind chain clink. Medical room sign glowed ahead, sterile white. Door swung. Cot vinyl stuck to her shorts as she sat. Doc probed the knee, ice pack numbing the swell. Gwendolyn hovered, thumb rubbing a raw spot on her own wrist from the chain. "You stayed," Julia said. Doc taped, packing gear. Gwendolyn's mouth quirked. "Told you. All in."

		Julia caught her hand, tugged her down beside. Cot dipped. Quiet settled, antiseptic sharp in the air. Victor's shouts echoed faint from the hall, fading. Objective done. She leaned, lips brushing Gwendolyn's temple, salt and shampoo mixing. No rush. Just hold. But the doc cleared his throat. "Wrap up, ladies. Presser's in ten."

		Gwendolyn tensed. "We good?"

		Julia squeezed harder. "Better."

		They rose together, door clicking shut behind as they stepped into the hall light.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 24

		

		The Post-Fight Stillness

		

		

		The hall light buzzed overhead, fluorescent strips flickering like they couldn't decide whether to stay on. Gwendolyn's sneakers squeaked on the linoleum as she paused, Julia's elbow still under her palm. Victor's shouts had died somewhere down the corridor, replaced by the muffled thump of bass from the arena. Presser in ten. Her thumb pressed into the raw spot on her wrist again, skin hot where the chain had bitten earlier. Julia stopped too, her weight shifting off the bad knee with a small hitch. "Hey." She turned, voice low enough to cut through the echo. "Not done yet."

		Gwendolyn nodded, words stuck somewhere in her throat. She pushed the door back open with her shoulder. The medical room smelled sharper now, antiseptic clinging to the empty air without the doc's gear cluttering it. Cot vinyl gleamed under the exam light, ice pack abandoned on the side table next to a half-used roll of tape. She flipped the lock, the click loud in the quiet. Julia limped straight to the cot, sat heavy. Gwendolyn followed, perching on the edge beside her. Their thighs pressed together, Julia's shorts damp with sweat, Gwendolyn's jeans sticking at the knees from arena grit. The crowd noise filtered through the walls like a distant train. "You grabbed that drive like it weighed nothing," Julia said. She peeled the tape loose from her knee, wincing as fresh skin pulled. "Victor's face when the screens lit up. Like he'd swallowed his own teeth."

		Gwendolyn's laugh came out thin, more exhale than sound. She watched Julia's fingers work the tape into a ball, knuckles bruised purple from the fight. "Almost didn't make it. He turned right when I reached." Her free hand found Julia's, automatic, lacing fingers over the crumpled tape. Julia's palm was callused, still warm from the gloves. Julia squeezed back. "You did. We did." She set the tape aside, shifted so her knee bumped Gwendolyn's leg. "But that hit in the corridor. Knee's barking now, but worth it."

		The raw spot on Gwendolyn's wrist throbbed under her thumb. She traced the faint chain mark instead, skin puckered red. "This scar here's from falling off the porch when I was eight. Chased the neighbor's cat, missed the step." She tilted her chin, letting the light hit it. "Mom didn't even clean it right. Said I should've watched where I was going. Like everything was always my fault for wanting something."

		Julia's thumb stroked her knuckles, slow circles. "That why you jump to fix everything? Say yes before anyone asks?"

		Gwendolyn shrugged one shoulder, eyes on their hands. The cot vinyl crinkled under the shift. "Kinda. Felt like if I didn't please them, they'd forget I was there altogether. Still do sometimes." She swallowed, throat dry from arena dust. "Tonight, grabbing the drive, exposing him. Felt like pleasing you. But also... me. For once."

		Julia nodded, gaze steady on her face. She lifted her free arm, the tribal tattoo dark against her skin, lines curling like smoke around the bicep. "This one's for my brother. Ink done right after the funeral. Knee surgery was from the crash that killed him, drunk driver plowed his bike." Her voice flattened at the edges. "Controlled everything after. Fights, gym, you. Kept the grief locked down. Till you cracked it open."

		Gwendolyn leaned closer, breath catching on the salt of Julia's skin. "Not cracked. Healing." She touched the tattoo, fingertip following one curve. Julia's muscle jumped under it. "Damn right." Julia's hand slid to her waist, pulling until Gwendolyn half-straddled her lap, knees bracketing Julia's hips on the narrow cot. The frame groaned, metal legs scraping tile. No rush in the grip, just steady pressure drawing her in. Gwendolyn's hands braced Julia's shoulders, feeling the heat through the tank top. Julia's mouth found her jaw first, lips dry and firm, trailing to the scar on her chin. Tongue flicked out, wet trace over the ridge. Gwendolyn shivered, fingers curling into damp fabric. Julia's hands roamed her back, palms flat under the hem of her shirt, thumbs pressing divots into her spine. "Want this," Julia murmured against her neck, teeth grazing collarbone. "You. No shadows now."

		Gwendolyn nodded into her hair, inhaling sweat and the faint chemical bite of liniment from the knee wrap. She rocked forward, grinding slow against Julia's thigh, jeans zipper catching on skin. Julia's breath hitched, one hand dropping to cup her ass, squeezing through denim. Fingers dug in, possessive but patient, kneading until Gwendolyn whimpered. She tugged Julia's tank up, exposing ribs slick with drying sweat. Nipples peaked hard under her palms, Gwendolyn rolling thumbs over them, pinching light. Julia arched, groan low, her own hands yanking Gwendolyn's shirt off in one pull. It caught on her ears, fabric muffling for a second before tossed aside. Bra clasp snapped open next, cool air hitting skin before Julia's mouth latched on, sucking one nipple deep. Gwendolyn gasped, head tipping back, cot springs protesting as she ground harder. Julia's tongue worked rough, teeth scraping just enough sting. Her free hand fumbled Gwendolyn's jeans button, zipper rasping down. Fingers slipped inside, past cotton panties soaked through, parting folds direct. Two digits pressed in slow, stretching the clench. "Like that," Julia said, pulling back to watch her face. "Wet for me already."

		Gwendolyn bit the inside of her cheek, hips bucking to take more. Julia curled inside, thumb circling clit swollen and slick. The rhythm built steady, no frenzy, just deep strokes hitting that spot until Gwendolyn's thighs quivered. She clawed Julia's shoulders, nails leaving half-moons, chasing the pressure. Julia flipped them somehow, knee protesting with a grunt but ignored. Gwendolyn flat on vinyl now, sticky under shoulder blades, legs splayed wide. Julia knelt between, peeling jeans and panties down calves, socks bunching at ankles. She spread Gwendolyn open, breath hot on inner thighs before mouth descended. Tongue flat first, lapping broad from entrance to clit. Gwendolyn keened, fists bunching sheet. Julia sucked clit between lips, fingers plunging back in, three now, scissoring. The wet sounds filled the room, obscene over the distant crowd hum. Gwendolyn's heels dug into Julia's back, tribal ink flexing under pressure. "Come," Julia ordered, voice muffled, vibration humming through her. Gwendolyn shattered, walls clamping fingers, gush coating Julia's chin. She rode it out, hips jerking erratic. Julia didn't stop, licking through aftershocks until Gwendolyn tugged her up, desperate. Mouths crashed, tasting herself tangy on Julia's tongue. Gwendolyn fumbled shorts down, hand wrapping Julia's cock, wait no - sapphic, no cock. Wait, both female. Hands on Julia's pussy now, fingers sliding through trimmed hair, folds drenched. Julia groaned into the kiss, rocking against palm. Gwendolyn circled clit firm, dipping two fingers in knuckle-deep. Julia was tight, hot, clenching greedy. She fucked back hard, cot banging wall rhythmic. "Fuck, yes," Julia panted, forehead to hers. "Harder."

		Gwendolyn obeyed, thumb mashing clit, fingers thrusting curl. Julia's rhythm faltered, breaths ragged, then tensed, coming with a bitten-off curse. Fluids slicked Gwendolyn's wrist, pulsing around knuckles. They slumped, tangled sweat-slick, cot damp beneath. Julia's weight pinned her comfortable, breaths syncing slow. No words for minutes, just skin cooling, heartbeats thudding joint. Gwendolyn traced the tattoo again, softer now. "Choose this. Us. Every day."

		Julia kissed her scar. "Chosen."

		Clock on wall ticked eight minutes past ten. Julia rolled off, grabbing discarded clothes. Gwendolyn sat up, legs jelly, pulling on jeans commando, bra dangling from cot edge. Julia taped her knee tighter, offered a hand. They stood, door unlocking with a snick. Hall light waited, brighter now, press of voices nearing from the arena end. Julia's arm slung her waist, guiding the limp. Footsteps echoed toward the curve.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 25

		

		The Official Recognition

		

		

		Julia's hand stayed firm at Gwendolyn's waist, thumb pressing into the dip above her hipbone where denim rode low. The hallway curved left, spitting them into a wider stretch lined with velvet ropes and security guys in black polos, earpieces coiled like bad tattoos. One nodded at Julia, fist-bumped her knuckles without breaking stride. "Congrats, champ. Party's lit."

		Gwendolyn leaned in closer, her breath hot against Julia's neck from the limp in her step. Julia caught the faint tang of her own release still clinging to Gwendolyn's skin, mixed with the antiseptic wipe-down they'd done back in the room. The double doors ahead pulsed with bass, purple strobes leaking through the seams. They pushed through. The MGM Grand ballroom hit like a body shot, two thousand square feet crammed shoulder-to-shoulder with fighters in hoodies, reporters in lanyards, bottle girls threading trays of neon shots. A remix of Travis Scott's "Sicko Mode" rattled the chandeliers overhead, subwoofers vibrating the parquet floor under Julia's sneakers. Sweat and cologne hung thick, undercut by spilled vodka on ice. Julia scanned the room, her knee holding steady under the fresh tape, no twinge when she shifted weight. Gwendolyn's fingers dug into her side, nails blunt through the shirt. A cluster of suits near the bar spotted her first, phones whipping up. "Hendricks! Over here!"

		Julia tugged Gwendolyn along, weaving past a knot of welterweights slapping backs. The screens flanking the DJ booth flickered, ESPN ticker scrolling at the bottom. She squinted. Her name in block letters: Julia Hendricks Cleared: Association Denies Wrongdoing in Lang Scandal. Grainy footage looped, Victor's mugshot from some old booking, then handcuffs clicking tonight in the arena lot. Gwendolyn squeezed her waist harder. "They said it. Out loud."

		Julia grunted, eyes on the next screen. Victor Lang Arrested: Fraud, Extortion, Match-Fixing Charges. Crowd noise dipped for a second when the announcement boomed from the speakers, some promoter in a tux reading it off cue cards. "In light of new evidence presented tonight, the Nevada State Athletic Commission fully exonerates Julia Hendricks. Victor Lang faces federal charges. More at eleven."

		Cheers erupted, glasses clinking like shrapnel. A reporter broke from the pack, mic thrust forward, red light blinking on his phone camera. "Julia, quick word? How's it feel, title belt and clean slate in one night?"

		She pulled Gwendolyn flush against her side, blocking the guy's angle. "Feels like I tapped him out twice. Excuse us." Kept moving, her free hand brushing a tray of Jägerbombs that sloshed over the rim. Gwendolyn's laugh bubbled low, her scar brushing Julia's jaw when she turned her head. They hit a pocket near the high-tops, dimmer under a balloon arch printed with the fight logo. Julia grabbed two flutes off a passing tray, handed one over. Bubbles fizzed against her thumb. "Drink. You earned it."

		Gwendolyn sipped, foam clinging to her upper lip. She licked it off, eyes on Julia over the rim. "We both did."

		Across the room, Lena Brooks stood with a cluster of cornermen, her short crop of salt-and-pepper hair catching the strobe. She wore a faded Everlast tee, arms crossed over a clipboard like armor. Julia caught her eye, nodded once. Lena grinned, pushed through the crowd toward them. "Look at you two," Lena said when she got close, clapping Julia's shoulder hard enough to jar the champagne. "Strutting like you own the joint."

		Julia clinked her glass against Lena's water bottle. "Halfway there. What's the word?"

		Lena's face split wider, pride creasing the lines around her eyes. She pulled a folded email printout from her back pocket, ink still smudged. "Official nod from the commission. They name-dropped me in the statement. 'Key assistance from trainer Lena Brooks.' Got calls from three gyms already, scouting spots." She paused, tapping the paper against her thigh. "Leasing a spot off the Strip next month. Brooks Fight Academy. Kids' programs first, then open sparring. No more sidelines for me."

		Gwendolyn shifted, her hip bumping Julia's. "That's huge, Lena. You deserve it."

		Lena waved it off, but her shoulders squared. She fixed on Julia, voice dropping under the music swell. "You know, I watched you these past weeks. That grip you got on everything, always three steps ahead, calling shots. Used to think it was just ring control bleeding over. But it's her." Thumb jerked at Gwendolyn. "Softened the edges without dulling the point. You're protecting now, not just dominating. Knee took that hit tonight for her sake, yeah? That's the shift."

		Julia's fingers tightened on the flute stem, glass cool against her palm. She glanced at Gwendolyn, who busied herself twisting a cocktail napkin into a rope. The tribal ink itched under her sleeve, lines pulling tight when she flexed. Lena wasn't wrong. That corridor scramble, Victor's bulk bearing down, Julia had planted the bad leg deliberate, absorbed the knee to shoulder slam so Gwendolyn could snag the drive. Pain had flared white-hot, but the math checked out. "Protecting's always been the job," Julia said finally. "Just clearer who it's for."

		Lena snorted, eyes crinkling. "Damn right. You two fixed my mess too, dragging me into this. Victor had dirt on half the backroom deals. Commission's sniffing now, but I'm clean." She raised her bottle. "To clean breaks."

		They tapped drinks, the clink lost in a cheer as the DJ dropped the beat harder. Lena scanned the room, spotting a promoter waving her over. "Gotta run. Media rounds. Text me the housewarming deets when you pick a spot." She gripped Julia's forearm, squeeze lingering. "Proud of you, kid."

		Gone before Julia could answer, swallowed by the press. Gwendolyn drained her glass, set it on a high-top scarred with cigarette burns. "She's right. About the protecting."

		Julia set her own flute down half-full, bubbles gone flat. The room spun hotter now, air thick with spilled perfume and fried plantains from the buffet line. Her knee throbbed once, a dull reminder under the tape, but she ignored it, pulling Gwendolyn back into motion. They skirted a dance floor where two bantamweights twerked badly to the hook, phones filming. A photographer popped up, camera low. "Smile for the 'Gram, champs!"

		Julia angled her body, shielding Gwendolyn's face with her shoulder. Flash popped anyway. "Enough," she said, voice flat. Kept walking. They fetched up near the exit doors, cooler draft slipping under from the casino floor. Gwendolyn's hand found Julia's under the tablecloth drape, fingers lacing sticky from champagne residue. Reporters milled thicker here, but the screens looped the exoneration on repeat, Victor's scowl frozen mid-drag on a news crawl. "Feels real now," Gwendolyn said, thumb stroking Julia's knuckle. Her voice carried that yielding lilt, eager like always, but steady. No tremble. Julia nodded, gaze on the doors. Black SUV waited outside, per the promoter's text vibrating her pocket. Casino marquees glowed through the glass, Bellagio fountains shooting arcs in sync with some pop track. No shadows tonight, no Victor lurking in the wings. Just this. One last screen blared: Hendricks vs. Next Challenger? Rematch Rumors Swirl. She smirked, tugged Gwendolyn toward the doors. "C'mon. Home."

		Gwendolyn followed, her limp easing into a normal stride. Security parted the crowd, murmurs trailing them like exhaust. "Hendricks! One quote?"

		Julia flipped a casual wave over her shoulder, no stop. The doors swung wide, night air hitting slap of desert dry and distant jackpots chiming. The SUV idled curbside, driver in a ball cap hopping out to open the back. They slid in, leather creaking under them. Gwendolyn's head dropped to Julia's shoulder before the door even latched, exhaust puffing against the tinted glass. Julia gave the address to their apartment off Sahara, engine rumbling to life. Streetlights streaked past, Fremont Street glow fading in the side mirror. Gwendolyn's breath evened out, scar brushing Julia's collarbone. Julia stared out the window, knee propped on the seat well. Victor's cell assignment would hit feeds by dawn. Lena's lease paperwork tomorrow. Their fridge held nothing but beer and takeout containers. The driver hit a pothole, jostling them. Gwendolyn stirred, eyes cracking. "Coffee first thing?"

		Julia's mouth quirked. "Black. Strong."

		Gwendolyn hummed, settling back. The Strip blurred into suburbs, apartment complex gates swinging open at the key fob beep. Tires crunched gravel as they pulled up, bedroom window dark above the shared balcony. Julia paid cash, twenty too much, waved off change. They climbed out, Gwendolyn's hand in hers up the exterior stairs. Key scraped in the deadbolt, door sticking on the humidity swell. Inside smelled like yesterday's Thai and laundry softener. Gwendolyn flicked the kitchen light, fridge humming awake. Julia kicked off sneakers by the door, tape flexing on her knee. The afterparty bass echoed faint in her ears still, screens and cheers residue. Gwendolyn rummaged a water glass from the drying rack, filled it at the sink. "You good?"

		Julia leaned on the counter, watching her throat work on the swallow. "Better than good."

		Gwendolyn set the glass down, crossed to her. Fingers trailed Julia's tattoo through the sleeve, light pressure. The kitchen tile chilled her socks. Outside, a neighbor's AC unit kicked on, rattle steady. "Bed," Julia said, hooking an arm around her waist again. Pulled her toward the hall, light clicking off behind. Bedroom door bumped shut, sheets still tucked from morning. Gwendolyn's bra hit the hamper first, then Julia's shirt. They stripped slow, knee brace unvelcroing with rips. Mattress dipped under their weight, bodies slotting familiar. No rush, just skin settling, breaths matching the ceiling fan spin. Julia's hand cupped Gwendolyn's hip, thumb circling the bone. Sleep tugged hard, victory weight pressing down comfortable. Gwendolyn's voice murmured into the pillow. "Tomorrow starts now."

		Julia grunted agreement, eyes drifting shut. The alarm clock glowed 2:47, red digits blurring.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 26

		

		The Morning Coffee Tension

		

		

		Sunlight sliced through the blinds, hitting the alarm clock first. Gwendolyn's eyes snapped open at the beep, six-fifteen on the dot. She slapped the snooze, then swung her legs off the bed before the second chime. Julia snored soft beside her, arm thrown across the empty pillow spot. The sheets tangled around Julia's waist, knee brace tossed on the nightstand next to a half-empty Gatorade bottle. Gwendolyn padded barefoot to the dresser, pulled on Julia's discarded tank top from last night, the fabric still carrying salt sweat and Axe body spray. It hung loose on her curves. Kitchen first. Coffee. Julia's ritual, black and strong, no cream bullshit. Gwendolyn flicked the switch on the Mr. Coffee machine, scooped Folgers from the tin above the sink. Yesterday's Thai containers crowded the counter, ginger sauce crusted on the Styrofoam. She rinsed two mugs, one a chipped Raiders souvenir from the gift shop, the other a plain white IKEA one with a hairline crack near the handle. Water drummed cold against her palms. The machine gurgled, spitting dark streams into the pot. Aroma bloomed, bitter and thick, cutting through the stale air. Julia shuffled in five minutes later, shorts low on her hips, tank top twisted. She rubbed her eyes with knuckles, gait dragging on the tile, left foot scuffing deliberate. Tape peeled at the edges on her knee, yellowed from sweat. "Smells right," she said, voice gravel from sleep. Leaned heavy on the fridge handle, yanked it open. Beer cans rattled, a single yogurt expired two weeks back tumbled out. She caught it mid-air, pitched it toward the trash without looking. Missed. Yogurt splatted pink on the floor. Gwendolyn crouched fast, grabbed a paper towel from the roll. "I got it." Wiped quick, efficient strokes. Stood, tossed the mess, already reaching for the Swiffer under the sink. Julia's foot hovered over the spot anyway, sole grinding yogurt residue into grout. "Leave it." Julia stepped past, bumped Gwendolyn's shoulder light on the way to the coffee pot. Pour steamed up from her mug. Her fingers brushed Gwendolyn's when she handed over the Raiders one, already filled. "You sleep okay?"

		"Yeah. Solid." Gwendolyn sipped, scalded her tongue. Didn't flinch. Julia always poured first for herself, tested the heat. Habit from camps, probably, where seconds meant edge. Gwendolyn set her mug down, twisted the cap off a bagel from the fridge door. Sliced it one-handed with the bread knife, crumbs scattering. Toaster popped slots ready. Julia stood there, blowing across her coffee, hip cocked against the counter. Her tattoo flexed when she lifted the mug, black lines stark against morning-pale skin. Gwendolyn dropped the bagel halves in, pushed the lever. Click and whir. "Eggs? Or you want that protein shake shit?" She eyed the tub of Optimum Nutrition on the shelf, vanilla flavor, always clumped at the bottom. Julia shrugged one shoulder. "Shake's fine. Blend it." Turned to snag a banana from the fruit bowl, mostly limes going brown. Peeled it slow, fingers working the stem. Her knee buckled a hair when she shifted weight, caught herself on the counter edge. Gwendolyn noticed, darted to the blender. Scooped powder, three heaping spoons like Julia liked. Ice from the tray, clunked in. Almond milk from the door shelf, glug halfway up. She hit pulse, blades whirring chunks. Too fast. Julia's banana peel hit the trash rim, bounced. Gwendolyn lunged, snatched it mid-fall. Blender still going. She crammed the peel in after, wiped her hand on a towel. "Gotcha."

		Julia snorted. "Jesus, Gwen. Chill." Killed the blender herself, poured in the chunks. Hit blend again, longer this time. Froth bubbled up yellow. She grabbed two glasses from the cabinet, chipped blue ones from Dollar Tree. Filled them uneven, handed one over. Her thumb smeared condensation on the side. Gwendolyn took it, sipped careful. Tasted like chalk and fake vanilla. "Perfect." Lied smooth. Julia watched her drink, eyes narrow over the mug rim. Kitchen clock ticked loud, seven-forty from the pawn shop on Sahara. Traffic hummed outside, semis gearing down for the light at Flamingo. "You always do this." Julia set her empty mug in the sink, clink hard. Rinsed it under faucet, sponge scrubbing circles. Water splashed her wrist. Gwendolyn froze mid-bagel butter. Knife hovered. "Do what?"

		"That." Julia flicked sponge suds toward the floor spot, still sticky. "Jump. Fix. Before I even move." Dried her hands on a dishtowel, Hawaiian print faded from washes. Hung it precise over the oven handle. Gwendolyn spread butter thinner, knife scraping. Bagel halves popped, steam curling. She plated them, added cream cheese from the fridge, Philadelphia tub half-gone. "Just helping. You're sore today. Knee acting up?"

		Julia's jaw worked the shake, swallow audible. "It's fine. Always is after a fight." Limped to the table, two mismatched chairs from IKEA assembly night. Sat heavy, pulled her phone from shorts pocket. Scrolled thumb fast, notifications pinging. Championship highlights already up, her knockout clip trending. Gwendolyn slid the plate across, sat opposite. Picked at her bagel edge, flakes under nails. Julia's phone screen reflected in the shake glass, blue glow on her chin. Silence chewed the air, toaster coils cooling with faint ticks. Gwendolyn's sock caught a yogurt glob under the table, stuck damp. "It's not the knee," Gwendolyn said finally. Pushed her glass away, condensation pooling. Fingers twisted the napkin holder, plastic one with rooster print. "I mean, yeah, but. I do jump. Can't stop." Voice pitched low, words bumping. Julia's thumb paused on the screen. "Since when's that a problem?" Julia set the phone face down, banana peel visible under the edge. Lean in, elbows on table scarred from knives. Gwendolyn picked at the scar on her chin, nail digging old tissue. Stung sharp. "Since now. This." Gestured wide, kitchen, mugs, shake glasses sweating rings. "No more Victor, no more arenas. Just us. And I keep... anticipating. Like you'll drop it, I'll catch. But what if that's all I am? The catcher." Breath hitched on the word. Julia's tattoo disappeared under crossed arms. "Come on." Julia reached, covered Gwendolyn's hand on the table. Rough palm, callus from wraps. "You're not."

		Gwendolyn pulled back gentle, stood. Paced to the sink, two steps, hip bumping cabinet. "My family. They never. Dad left, Mom checked out with pills after. I learned quick, keep mouths fed, floors clean, nobody yells." Words tumbled, hot behind eyes. She gripped the counter edge, knuckles white on Formica chips. "Yielding. That's me. Eager. But here?" Turned, faced Julia dead on. "With you. Equal? I don't know how. What if I just fold forever? Too soft for this to last."

		Julia pushed up slow, chair scraping tile. Gait uneven crossing the kitchen, shake glass abandoned. Stopped close, heat off her skin mixing coffee bitter. "Hey." Cupped Gwendolyn's jaw, thumb over the scar, pressure firm. "You exposed that video. In front of thousands. Folded? Bullshit."

		Gwendolyn leaned into the touch, anyway. Julia's fingers smelled like banana, faint. "That was for you. This?" Tapped Julia's chest, over the tank. "Daily. Mornings like this. I fuck it up, smother you with fixes."

		Julia's laugh barked short. Dropped her hand, snagged both mugs instead. Rinsed them together, suds foaming white. "My brother. Tommy. Died in that car wreck, drunk driver." Water drummed louder. "I controlled everything after. Gym time, fights, diet. Kept the grief locked, or it ate me." Set mugs dripping on rack, turned off faucet. "You think you're too yielding? I'm the bulldozer half the time."

		Gwendolyn watched dishwater swirl, bits of cream cheese floating. "Doesn't feel equal."

		Julia dried her hands again, tossed the towel her way. Gwendolyn caught it. "Then we fix it. Talk it, like this." Stepped in, pulled her waist close. Foreheads touched, breaths mintless from sleep. "No folding. No bulldozing. Deal?"

		Gwendolyn nodded against her, towel bunched between them. Julia's knee pressed her thigh, warm brace plastic. Coffee pot clicked off empty. Outside, a trash truck beeped reverse, grinding gears. They broke apart at the sound. Julia grabbed the shake glasses, clinked them in the sink. Gwendolyn wiped the table rings with the towel, bagel plate stacked neat. Julia limped to the fridge, taped two bananas to the door with a magnet shaped like a dice. "Breakfast stocked. Your turn next time."

		Gwendolyn smiled small, scar pulling. Poured fresh coffee refills, handed Julia's over first. Black steam curled. They sat again, knees bumping under table. Julia scrolled slower now, showed a clip of Lena's gym announcement post. Gwendolyn leaned in, shoulder to shoulder. Phone screen warm under shared thumb swipes. Talk drifted. Julia's next scan date for the knee, Gwendolyn's dentist for a filling nagging. City heat climbing already, AC rattling promise. Gwendolyn's napkin twisted less, fingers loose on the mug handle. Julia's foot tapped hers accidental, stayed. Phone buzzed in Julia's pocket, unknown number. She ignored it, thumbed volume down. Gwendolyn sipped, watched the screen light dim. "Who's that?"

		Julia shrugged. "Spam probably." Pocketed it again. Leaned back, chair creak. "What about you? That family thing. Ever think of calling?"

		Gwendolyn's mug paused halfway. Steam tickled her nose.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 27

		

		The Forgiveness Call

		

		

		She set the mug down. The ceramic base scraped the wood table, a dry rattle. Julia watched the steam twist sideways, caught in the AC vent's pull, then vanish. "Yeah," Gwendolyn said. Her thumb traced the mug's handle, nail picking at a chip in the glaze. "Been thinking. Since the fight. All that noise gone now."

		Julia leaned her hip against the fridge door. The dice magnet wobbled, bananas curving yellow under it. Her knee brace hummed faint against the metal, that plastic click she hated mornings. "No rush. Just spitballing."

		Gwendolyn's eyes flicked to the window. Outside, a helicopter chopped over the Strip, blades dull in the climbing heat. She chewed the corner of her thumb, skin going white under teeth. "Number's still in my phone. Mom. Haven't blocked her."

		Julia nodded once. Picked up her own mug, black coffee gone lukewarm. Sipped anyway, bitter on tongue. Her brother would've said charge the damn phone and dial. Grief poked like a loose stitch, but she swallowed it back. "You want backup? I stand here, look mean."

		Gwendolyn's laugh snorted out, short. She pushed the chair back, legs scraping linoleum. Stood, phone already in hand from the table. Screen lit her face, thumb scrolling contacts. "Nah. Your face does mean on default."

		"Flatterer." Julia grinned, teeth showing. Moved to the doorway, one hand on the frame. Kitchen behind her now, living room open ahead, couch sagging under yesterday's laundry pile. The apartment smelled like burnt grounds and bagel crumbs. Gwendolyn paced two steps, bare feet slapping tile. Hit dial. Phone pressed to ear. Ringtone buzzed loud in quiet, some stock chime like dripping faucet. Julia crossed her arms. Tattoo itched under shirt sleeve, old ink pulling tight. Watched Gwendolyn's shoulders square, chin lift, that scar a pale nick against flush creeping up her neck. "Hello?" Gwendolyn's voice pitched careful. Pause. "Yeah, it's me. Gwendolyn."

		Julia's foot tapped the baseboard, once, stopped. Leaned heavier on the frame, wood cool under palm. Long silence. Gwendolyn nodded at nothing, eyes on the floor crack where tile grout flaked gray. "No, not calling to fight. Listen, okay?" Her free hand twisted the towel still bunched on the table edge. "I know things got bad. After Dad left. You working doubles at the diner, me in the trailer alone half nights."

		Julia caught a tinny voice leak from the phone. High, sharp. Gwendolyn's mom, probably, same nasal drawl she'd mentioned once over takeout lo mein. "Didn't mean to dump that on you now." Gwendolyn's scar twitched with her jaw flex. "Just. I forgive you. The checks bouncing, school stuff ignored. All that neglect shit. Forgiven."

		Julia's breath caught quiet. She rubbed her bicep, thumb over tattoo lines, brother's initials faded there. Phone voice spiked again. Gwendolyn shook her head. "Won't fix it retro. Don't need that. Just saying it out loud. So it's done." She paused, thumb nail digging into palm now, half-moons blooming red. "Yeah. Okay. Take care."

		Hung up. Phone dropped to the table, clunk. Gwendolyn stood there, chest rising slow. Turned, saw Julia in the door. "That happened."

		Julia pushed off the frame. Uneven gait carried her across the kitchen, knee popping once on the third step. Stopped close, hands on Gwendolyn's waist. Fabric bunched under fingers, her tank top thin from too many washes. "Heard the end. Ballsy."

		Gwendolyn's hands covered hers, warm and still. "Felt stupid at first. Like, why bother? We're good here, no drama needed."

		Julia tugged her closer. Hips bumped counter edge. "Not stupid. Clean break." Her own mom had called last week, post-fight congrats laced with old digs about the knee. Julia'd grunted through it, hung up same day. But this? Gwendolyn cutting the rot free. Gwendolyn leaned forehead to her collarbone. Breath puffed hot on Julia's skin. "She said sorry. Kinda. Blamed the economy back then."

		Julia snorted. "Classic." Slid one hand up her back, fingers splaying wide over spine knobs. Apartment hummed around them, fridge kicking on with a groan. City traffic swelled outside, horns bleating at the light on Sahara. They stood like that a minute. Gwendolyn pulled back first, eyes clear now, no twist left in her napkin or thumb. "Coffee cold. Want a fresh pot?"

		Julia shook her head. Kept hold on her waist. "Later. Walk with me?" Nodded to the living room. Couch waited, remote tangled in a throw blanket. Gwendolyn let herself get led. Feet dragged a touch on the carpet transition. They dropped side by side, Julia's knee propped on the coffee table scarred from old fights. TV flickered on low, some ESPN rerun of last night's prelims, announcer droning stats. Julia grabbed the remote, thumbed volume down to mutter. "That scar on your chin. From the fall, right? Family trailer days?"

		Gwendolyn nodded, legs tucked under. Pulled the blanket over both laps. "Bike crash. Mom forgot helmets again. Landed on gravel driveway." Her finger traced it absent. "Matches the inside stuff now, I guess."

		Julia watched her do it. Thumb hovered over power button. "Mine's the tattoo. Brother picked the design. Grief ink." Twisted her arm, showed the encircled lines again. Faded black on tan skin. "Locked it down till you. Now it's just... mark."

		Gwendolyn's hand reached, traced the curve slow. Nail scraped faint over ridges. "Looks stronger up close."

		Julia caught her wrist gentle. Pulled it to her mouth, kissed the knuckles dry. "You look stronger. Post-call glow."

		Gwendolyn ducked her head. Laughed soft into the blanket folds. "Glow? You're full of it."

		"Nope." Julia released her hand, leaned back into cushions. Arm draped the couch back, fingers finding Gwendolyn's shoulder. Rubbed the ball there, knot loosening under pressure. "Saw your face. Steady. No wobble."

		TV announcer peaked on a knockout clip, crowd roar tinny. Julia muted it full. Screen froze on a fighter's sprawl, mat stained red. Afternoon light slanted blinds, stripes across the carpet like cage ropes. Gwendolyn shifted, head on her shoulder now. "What if she calls back? Digging up more?"

		Julia's fingers kept circling the shoulder. "Block if needed. Or tell her straight again. Your rules now."

		"Yeah." Gwendolyn's sigh puffed Julia's shirt. "Feels lighter already. Like gym weight off the bar."

		Julia grinned down at her. Hair tangled there, shampoo scent from last night clinging. "Speaking of gym. Lena texted. Her place opens next month. Wants us for beta class."

		Gwendolyn lifted her head. Eyes crinkled. "Us? Sparring partners?"

		"Hell no. Demo dummies maybe." Julia poked her ribs, got a squirm. "You'd tap me out with those yielding eyes."

		Gwendolyn swatted her hand. Blanket slipped half off. "Eyes don't chokehold."

		"Do when you stare like that." Julia caught her swatting hand, laced fingers. Squeezed once. Held. Quiet settled. TV blue glow pulsed silent. Outside, a neighbor's door slammed hall-way, footsteps thumping down stairs. Gwendolyn's thumb stroked Julia's knuckles back, mirror to earlier. Julia's knee ached low throb from the brace rub. She ignored it. Watched a dust mote spin in the light stripe. "My scan's Tuesday. Doc says bone's knitting."

		Gwendolyn nodded into her shoulder again. "Good. No more limp races in the kitchen."

		Julia chuckled. Chest rumble under her cheek. "You win those anyway. Eager feet."

		They lapsed again. Julia's mind wandered to the fridge bananas, browning tips already. Should toss tomorrow. Gwendolyn's breathing evened, not sleep but close, body melting heavier. Phone buzzed on the table, kitchen distant. Gwendolyn tensed once, then relaxed. "Ignore?"

		Julia nodded. "Spam life's short."

		Gwendolyn hummed agreement. Her free hand found Julia's thigh under blanket, palm flat over quad muscle. Traced the brace edge absent. Julia covered it with hers. Heat built palm to skin. Afternoon dragged gold across walls, clock ticking 1:17 over the microwave beep visible through door. "You hungry?" Gwendolyn murmured. Fingers stilled. "Nah." Julia turned her face into the hair crown. Inhaled vanilla conditioner. "This is good."

		Gwendolyn twisted up, mouth brushing her jaw. "Yeah. Is."

		Kiss landed light, corner of lips. Julia turned into it, hand cupping nape. Slow press, tongues lazy. Broke with a shared breath. Gwendolyn's scar caught the light slant, pale line steady. She smiled, teeth even. Julia thumbed it gentle. "Strong."

		Gwendolyn caught the thumb, sucked the pad once. Wet pop. "Your turn sometime. Brother call?"

		Julia's gut twisted quick. Released the scar. "Maybe. After scan." Drew her back down. Arm tight around shoulders. Blanket warmed double bodies. TV droned mute fighters. City heat pressed windows. Hours blurred in couch dents. Julia dozed shallow, Gwendolyn's weight anchor. Woke to her stirring, phone check. No new calls. "Evening," Gwendolyn said. Slid off, feet padding kitchen. Fridge light flared yellow. "Steak? Or Thai delivery?"

		Julia stretched arms overhead, joints popping. "Thai. Extra spice."

		Gwendolyn nodded, app open. "On it."

		Julia stood slow, knee steady today. Followed to doorway again. Watched her order, thumbs flying screen. Apartment felt smaller, walls closer good way. Home. Dinner came in foam boxes, plastic forks scraping ginger bites. They ate cross-legged on carpet, coffee table cleared for plates. Talk looped easy: Lena's gym sign mockups, Gwendolyn's dentist reschedule, Julia's fight promo clip going viral on Insta. Box lids stacked neat. Gwendolyn wiped her mouth, napkin balled. "Candles in the drawer. Bedroom. Light 'em?"

		Julia's pulse kicked. Nodded. Stood, pulled her up. Hands linked sticky from sauce. Gwendolyn led this time. Bedroom door creaked wide, sheets rumpled from morning. Drawer scraped, vanilla stubs rolling out. Julia flicked the lighter. Flame danced first wick. Wax pooled quick. Gwendolyn blew out match. Smoke curled. Turned, arms up. "Undress me?"

		Julia stepped in. Fingers hooked tank hem. Lifted slow.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 28

		

		The Apartment Candlelight

		

		

		Julia's fingers hooked the tank hem. Lifted slow. Fabric dragged over Gwendolyn's ribs, caught on the underwire of her bra for a second. She raised her arms higher, let it peel free. Cool air hit her skin, nipples tightening under the thin lace. Julia tossed the tank toward the hamper in the corner, missed. It flopped on the hardwood beside the laundry pile. Gwendolyn's thumbs dipped into her yoga pants waistband. Pushed down. They snagged on her hips, bunching at the thighs. Julia knelt, uneven gait making her settle careful on one knee. Hands gripped the fabric, tugged it past her knees, calves, ankles. Socks next, one gray, one navy from mismatched pairs. Julia balled them, set them on the pants pile. Now just bra and panties. Black cotton, nothing fancy from the Target rack last week. Gwendolyn reached back, unclasped. Straps slid off shoulders. Julia caught the cups before they fell, peeled the whole thing away. Exposed her breasts to the candle glow. Vanilla scent thickened, mixing with the faint Thai spice still on their skin from dinner. Julia stood slow, knee popping faint. Pulled her own shirt over her head, sports bra next. Tribal tattoo flexed on her bicep as she shook out her hair. Jeans unbuttoned, shoved down with boxers. Both naked now, candlelight carving shadows over Julia's toned abs, Gwendolyn's softer curves. She drew Gwendolyn in by the waist. Slow kiss landed, lips parting lazy. Tongues met, tasted ginger and soy from the pad thai. Gwendolyn's hands settled on Julia's hips, thumbs tracing the V of muscle there. Julia's palm cupped her jaw, thumb brushing the scar on her chin. Pressed harder into the kiss, bodies pressing close. Breasts mashed soft, bellies touching warm. Gwendolyn broke first, breath hitching. "Bed?"

		Julia nodded, guided her sideways. Mattress dipped under their weight, sheets rumpled from this morning's rush. Target flannel, gray with blue stripes, cool against her back. Julia hovered above, knees bracketing her thighs. Leaned down, lips found the scar. Kissed it deliberate, tongue flicking the raised edge. Gwendolyn's chin tilted up, fingers threading Julia's short hair. Lower now. Julia's mouth closed over her left breast. Sucked the nipple slow, teeth grazing just enough to pull a gasp. Tongue circled, wet and flat. Switched to the right, same rhythm. Gwendolyn arched, one hand fisting the sheet, the other on Julia's tattooed arm. Ink lines warm under her palm, muscle shifting as Julia braced. "More," Gwendolyn said. Voice thick. Julia hummed against her skin. Released the nipple with a pop. Trailed kisses down her sternum, belly. Hands gripped her thighs, spread them wide. Knees bent, feet flat on the bed. Exposed. Gwendolyn's pussy already slick, folds parting under the air. Julia settled between her legs, shoulders nudging thighs farther. Breath ghosted over her clit first. Then tongue. Long stroke, bottom to top. Flat and slow, lapping her juices. Gwendolyn's hips bucked once, settled. Julia pinned one thigh with her forearm, licked again. Tasted salt and her. Clit throbbed under the pressure, swelling. Strokes lengthened, dipping into her entrance before dragging up. Gwendolyn's fingers clawed the sheets, bunching flannel. City hum filtered through the window, distant slot machines dinging from the Strip. Julia's free hand joined. Two fingers pressed at her opening, slid in easy. Wet heat gripped them. Crooked them up, found the spot inside. Thrust steady, unhurried. Tongue stayed on her clit, circling now. Gwendolyn's breath came faster, thighs trembling against Julia's ears. Eyes locked. Julia held her gaze, fingers pumping deep, thumb from her other hand rubbing the outer lips. "Julia." Gwendolyn's voice cracked. "Don't stop."

		Won't. Julia's eyes said it. Thrust harder, tongue flicking fast. Gwendolyn's walls clenched, release building low. She came with a whine, pussy pulsing around the fingers. Juices coated Julia's chin, dripped down. Julia eased fingers out, licked them clean. Crawled up, kissed her mouth. Gwendolyn tasted herself, salty. Hands roamed Julia's back, nails digging light. "Your turn."

		Pulled her sideways. Spoon position, facing each other. Gwendolyn hooked one leg over Julia's hip, opened her. Pussy against pussy. Clits brushed, both slick. Julia rocked first, slow grind. Gwendolyn matched, legs tangling tighter. Wet sounds filled the room, skin slapping soft. "Harder there," Julia said. Breath hot on her neck. Gwendolyn angled her hips, pressed her clit right against Julia's. Rubbed circles. Julia's hand gripped her ass, pulled her closer. Rhythm built, unhurried but deep. Candle flames danced, wax dripping onto the nightstand saucer. Vanilla smoke curled lazy. "Like that?" Gwendolyn asked. Ground down. "Yeah. Deeper pressure." Julia's fingers dug bruises maybe. Gwendolyn shifted weight, thigh muscle straining. Pressed firm, clits mashing. Julia groaned low, head dropping to her shoulder. Bites landed there, teeth marks blooming. Gwendolyn's hand slid between them, fingers finding Julia's entrance. Slid two in, thrust to match the grind. Julia bucked, pussy clenching wet. Both moved now. Hips rolling, fingers pumping. Sweat slicked their skin, bellies sliding. Gwendolyn's orgasm crept back, clit pulsing against Julia's. "Close."

		"Me." Julia's voice rough. Thrust back onto the fingers, clit grinding hard. They peaked together. Soft cries, bodies shuddering. Pussies spasming, juices mixing on thighs. Gwendolyn rode it out, fingers slowing inside Julia. Pulled free, smeared the wetness on her hip. Collapsed tangled. Sheets twisted around ankles. Candlelight flickered over them, shadows playing on the wall. Julia's knee bumped her calf, steady tonight. Gwendolyn traced the tattoo with one finger, ink lines bumpy under her touch. Julia kissed her forehead. "Good?"

		Gwendolyn nodded, chin bumping Julia's collarbone. "Real good."

		Arms wrapped loose. Breaths synced slow. Distant Vegas traffic rumbled, neon glow seeping under the blinds. Gwendolyn's eyes drifted to the window. Balcony door cracked open an inch, night air slipping in cool. Julia stirred, hand stroking her back. "Sleep?"

		"Not yet." Gwendolyn propped on elbow. Candles burned low, one wick sputtering. "Air feels nice."

		Julia glanced over. Pushed up slow. Sheets pooled at their waists. "Yeah?"

		Gwendolyn swung legs off the bed, feet hitting the rug. Stood, thighs sticky. Walked to the balcony door, hips swaying. Hooked fingers in the gap, tugged wider. City lights blinked below, Bellagio fountains shooting water in rhythm. "Come see."

		Julia rose, grabbed her hand. Stepped out together, door clicking shut behind.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 29

		

		The Balcony Experiment

		

		

		Cool concrete chilled Gwendolyn's bare feet. She gripped the balcony's metal railing, knuckles paling under the pressure. Julia pressed up behind her, chest flush to her back, one arm snaking around her waist. The city's pulse thrummed below, a low roar from the Strip where taxis honked and slot machines chimed faint through the dark. Bellagio fountains erupted in syncopated bursts, white plumes catching the colored lights. "Look at you," Julia said, breath hot on her neck. Fingers trailed down her belly, dipping into the sticky trails between her thighs. "Still dripping from inside. Can't even make it two steps without leaking."

		Gwendolyn snorted, twisting to nip Julia's earlobe. "Your fault. You finger-fucked me stupid." She smeared the wetness on Julia's hip, palm sliding over smooth skin. The air nipped at her nipples, tightening them to peaks. Julia laughed, low and rough. Hand cupped her mound from behind, middle finger circling her clit lazy. "Too yielding, even out here. Bet you'd let me bend you over this thing right now."

		"Try it." Gwendolyn arched back, ass bumping Julia's pelvis. Heat pooled fresh in her gut, thighs parting on instinct. Julia didn't hesitate. Pushed her forward until her belly pressed the railing's top bar, elbows locked wide. The metal dug cold into her palms. Julia's knee nudged her legs farther apart, inner thighs quivering in the open air. "Ass up," she said. Palm cracked light against one cheek, the slap echoing sharp off the building. Gwendolyn yelped, more surprise than sting. Skin prickled warm, a handprint blooming faint. "Hey!"

		Another smack landed, firmer on the other side. Julia's fingers slid between her cheeks, two dipping into her pussy slick and easy. Thrust shallow at first, knuckles bumping her ass. "Quiet. Neighbors might hear." But her voice cracked with a chuckle. Gwendolyn bucked back, pussy clenching around the intrusion. Juices trickled down her thigh, cooling fast. The railing shifted half an inch under her weight, bolts creaking. She froze, pulse jumping. "Shit, it's loose."

		Julia thrust deeper, fingers curling to drag against that spot inside. "Hold still then." Thumb pressed her clit, rubbing circles while the heel of her hand ground her ass. Wet sounds mixed with the fountain splashes below, obscene in the quiet. Laughter bubbled up anyway. Gwendolyn shoved back harder, railing wobbling again. "Gonna dump us both over if you keep that up." Her clit throbbed under the thumb, knees turning liquid. Julia pulled out sudden, fingers glistening. Spun her around, mouth crashing down. Tongues tangled messy, teeth clacking. Gwendolyn tasted herself on Julia's lips, salty and sharp. Hands roamed, pinching nipples, scratching ribs. "Chair," Julia muttered against her mouth. Nodded to the wide wicker lounger piled with faded cushions, shoved against the wall under the string lights. Dead glowbugs crunched underfoot as Gwendolyn dropped into it, legs splaying wide. Cushions scratched her back, springs poking ribs. Julia knelt between her knees, uneven gait making her hitch once. Hands hooked under her thighs, dragging her ass to the edge. Pussy exposed to the night, lips parting slick. Julia's breath ghosted her folds first, then tongue flicked her clit flat and broad. Gwendolyn's head thunked back, fingers twisting in Julia's short hair. "Fuck, yeah." Tongue delved lower, spearing her entrance, lapping up the mess. Suction pulled her clit between lips, teeth grazing light. Julia's hand vanished between her own legs. A low buzz started, faint like a trapped fly. She moaned into Gwendolyn's pussy, vibration humming through her clit. The small vibrator she'd grabbed from the bedroom drawer earlier, matte purple thing no bigger than a thumb. Gwendolyn peeked down. Julia's arm flexed, tattoo lines stretching as she worked it inside herself. Pussy lips swollen, clit peeking red. The sight yanked a groan from her throat. She ground up, smearing Julia's chin. "Deeper with your tongue."

		Julia hummed agreement, nose bumping her clit while tongue fucked in short jabs. Free hand pinched her inner thigh hard, bruise forming instant. Buzz amped, Julia's hips twitching. She sucked harder, cheeks hollowing, spit trailing down Gwendolyn's ass crack to the cushions. City noise swelled. A car alarm whooped two blocks over, drums thumping from some club. Gwendolyn's toes curled over the chair arms, calves straining. Orgasm coiled tight, pussy fluttering empty. "Fingers too. Please."

		Two slid in knuckle-deep, scissoring wide. Julia's mouth stayed latched on her clit, sucking relentless. Her own breaths hitched ragged, vibrator whirring frantic. Gwendolyn watched her free hand claw the concrete, nails scraping white lines. "Come here." Gwendolyn tugged her hair, pulling her up. Julia rose uneven, knee popping soft. Vibrator slipped free with a wet pop, buzzing abandoned on the floor. They collided standing, mouths fusing. Gwendolyn's hand dove between Julia's thighs first. Fingers plunged into hot slick, three this time, stretching wide. Julia gasped into her mouth, hips snapping forward. Gwendolyn matched with her own hand guiding Julia's between her legs. Fingers buried mutual, thumbs mashing clits. They rubbed frantic, bellies slapping sweat-damp. Julia's free arm banded her waist, holding her steady against the railing. Gwendolyn hooked a leg around Julia's thigh, grinding pussy-on-palm. A light flicked on across the alley, two balconies over. Yellow glow spilled out, silhouetting a figure in a robe. Curtains twitched. Gwendolyn giggled first, breath hitching. "Someone's watching."

		Julia thrust harder, fingers hooking deep. "Let 'em." Her clit dragged Gwendolyn's thumb raw, slippery fast. Laughter shook them both, hips stuttering. The watcher leaned out, squinting. Gwendolyn's pussy spasmed first, clamping Julia's fingers vise-tight. She bit Julia's shoulder to muffle the cry, teeth sinking meaty. Juices squirted hot, splashing their knuckles. Julia followed bucking wild, forehead slamming Gwendolyn's collarbone. Pussy gushed around her fingers, inner walls milking. They rubbed through it sloppy, clits pulsing oversensitive. Light flicked off abrupt. Alley plunged dark again. Gwendolyn eased her fingers free first, sucking them clean with a pop. Julia did the same, eyes half-lidded. They slumped against the railing, thighs glued sticky. Julia's hand stroked her hip bone, thumb circling the ridge slow. "Nice experiment," Julia said. Voice gravel from the moans. Gwendolyn nodded, chin bumping Julia's shoulder. "Public enough?" Wind picked up, carrying exhaust and fried food smells from the street. "Barely." Julia's fingers combed her hair back, tucking a strand behind her ear. Stuck there with sweat. Gwendolyn's calf cramped sudden. She shook it out, foot slapping concrete. Julia knelt awkward, rubbing the muscle deep with her thumbs. Uneven gait made her brace one hand on Gwendolyn's knee. "Better?"

		"Yeah." Gwendolyn pulled her up, arms looping necks. They swayed there, bare skin cooling. Fountains shot higher below, mist drifting faint. Julia's palm flattened her belly, dipping low to cup her mound possessive. Not pushing for more. Just holding. Gwendolyn mirrored, hand splaying over Julia's tattoo, thumb tracing the encircling lines bumpy. Distant siren wailed, dopplering past. String lights buzzed overhead, one bulb flickering. "Tomorrow," Julia said. Lips brushed her temple. "Desert with Lena. That overlook spot."

		Gwendolyn hummed, nose nuzzling Julia's neck. Salt and skin lotion. "Private vow thing?"

		"Mm. Got the spot picked." Julia's fingers drummed her hip light. Gwendolyn scraped her nails down Julia's spine, vertebra by vertebra. Stopped at the dimples above her ass. "What if she brings beer again? Last time she drank that shitty Coors."

		Julia chuckled. "She won't. Promised." Knee nudged her thigh apart casual, but stayed chaste. They stood tangled, city's glow painting their skin neon streaks. Gwendolyn's toes curled against a grit speck, grinding it loose. Julia hummed some half-song, off-key under her breath. Door handle rattled faint behind them. Locked now. Julia reached back, twisted it open with a click. Gwendolyn lingered one beat, eyes on the alley dark. Empty balconies stared back. She grabbed Julia's hand, yanked her inside. Door snicked shut.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 30

		

		The Private Vow

		

		

		Julia clicked the deadbolt twice. Gwendolyn's hand stayed clamped on hers, nails digging half-moons into the knuckles. They shuffled through the dark living room, bumping the IKEA coffee table Julia still meant to swap for something sturdier. Sock feet slapped linoleum in the kitchen. Fridge hummed low, casting blue light on the half-eaten pizza box from two nights back, Domino's crusts gone stiff. Gwendolyn yanked open the freezer. Ice clinked as she scooped cubes into a glass. "Water?" Julia nodded. The glass fogged fast in her grip. Condensation dripped onto her thigh, cold pinpricks through denim. Gwendolyn drank straight from the faucet after, water dribbling down her chin. She swiped it with her forearm, grinning crooked. Bedroom fan whirred on low. Sheets tangled from earlier. Julia peeled off her tank, tossed it toward the hamper. Missed. Gwendolyn crawled in first, ass lifting as she burrowed under the duvet. Julia followed, spooning close. Her knee throbbed faint from the balcony kneel, but Gwendolyn's heat soaked it out. Fingers laced automatic. Sleep hit like a blackout punch. Sun sliced through slatted blinds next morning. Julia blinked gravel from her eyes. Clock glowed 4:17 p.m. Shit. Afternoon fight prep dreams again, Victor's face morphing into her brother's last hospital photo. She rolled out quiet, uneven gait creaking the floorboards. Kitchen faucet sputtered rusty first twist. Coffee maker gurgled Maxwell House into the pot, grounds floating like mud. Gwendolyn stirred when the smell hit. Hair mashed flat on one side, scar on her chin pale against flushed skin. "Time?" Julia poured two mugs, handed one black. "Quarter after four. Lena's picking us up in forty-five. Her Jeep thing." Gwendolyn sipped, winced at the heat. "Forgot towels last time. Sand everywhere." Julia snorted. "Bagged some from the gym laundry. Clean ones."

		Door buzzer squawked at 5:02. Lena Brooks leaned on the frame downstairs, keys jangling. Buzzcut fresh, cargo shorts sagging low on hips. "Yo. Sagebrush Point's clear tonight. No tour buses." Jeep Wrangler idled curbside, top off, dust caked on the fenders from last week's Hoover Dam run. Gwendolyn slid into the back, knees bumping cooler full of Dasani and off-brand tortilla chips. Julia claimed shotgun, knee propped on the dash. Engine growled as Lena punched gas toward the 215 loop. Headlights cut blacktop past strip malls, neon Taco Bells blurring past. Wind whipped Gwendolyn's hair into snakes. Lena cranked the radio, some Post Malone track thumping bass through the seats. Julia's tattoo itched under the breeze. She scratched the ink lines, felt the raised edges like Braille. Turnoff came abrupt, gravel spitting under tires. Sagebrush Point overlook sat off a dirt pullout, chain-link fence sagging where coyotes nosed through. Stars punched holes in the sky already, Milky Way smudged like spilled milk. Desert dropped away steep, dotted with Joshua trees stubby against the void. Cool air bit skin, dry as bone. Lena killed the engine. Trunk popped. She hauled a blanket from the back, wool army surplus scratchy on palms. Spread it flat over rock slab, edges weighted with empty Aquafina bottles. "Sit. Stars better than Bellagio fountains." Gwendolyn dropped cross-legged, pulled knees to chest. Julia lowered beside her, boot heels grinding quartz chips. Uneven knee locked first, popped free with a twist. Chips crunched as Lena tore the bag. Salt stung a paper cut on Julia's thumb. Gwendolyn leaned into her side, shoulder bumping rhythmic. "Cold out here." Julia draped an arm, tugged her closer. Heat traded back and forth, skin to skin through thin shirts. Lena munched loud, crumbs dusting her lap. "So. Vow thing. Spill before I bail for a smoke."

		Julia cleared phlegm from her throat. Words stuck like they did pre-fight, coach yelling rounds in her ear. Gwendolyn's fingers squeezed her wrist once, thumb rubbing the pulse point. Okay. Julia shifted to face her full, gravel shifting under ass. Stars haloed Gwendolyn's outline, scar catching faint moonlight like a nickel edge. "Gwen." Voice gravel from sleep still. "Listen." Gwendolyn's eyes went wide, whites bright. Lena froze mid-chip, bag crinkling slow to the ground. Julia grabbed both her hands, palms rough from speed bag wraps. "I vow this. Your heart. I protect it same as the octagon. Fists up, guard tight. No one touches it. Not family bullshit, not old bosses like Victor. Not even me on bad days." Words tumbled now, steady. "Fight for it daily. Like title belts. Yours forever."

		Gwendolyn's breath hitched audible, chest rising sharp. Fingers clenched back, knuckles whitening Julia's skin. Scar twitched as her chin dimpled. Lena nodded once, slow. "Witnessed. Solid words, Hendricks."

		Quiet stretched. Wind hissed through creosote bushes, carrying creak of a distant windmill. Gwendolyn's toe nudged Julia's boot, scuffing the toe cap. "Mine too," she said soft. "Protect yours. Whatever grief sticks." Julia's throat closed. Brother's crash report flashed, skid marks on black ice. Pushed it down. Lena cracked a Dasani, cap spinning into dirt. "Future talk? Or we stare at rocks all night?" Gwendolyn laughed, sound bubbling. "Yeah. Future."

		Julia leaned back on elbows, rocks jabbing spine. "You first. Career shit. No more Victor shadow. That mental health gig for fighters. You said it last week, post-call with your folks." Gwendolyn nodded, picking at blanket fuzz. "UFC gym downtown. Counselor spot opened. Help rookies with the head games. Anxiety crap like mine. Pay's decent, no travel."

		"Sounds right." Julia's knee ached cold-settling, but stayed put. "I'll drive you opening day. Mentor kids myself. Gym's got that basement ring free Tuesdays. Uneven gait or not, show 'em footwork dodges." Lena snorted. "Kids'll eat it. You barking orders."

		Gwendolyn twisted to face Julia, knees knocking hers. "Las Vegas stick? No Cali move?" Julia shrugged one shoulder. "Here. Apartment lease up in sixty. Renew longer. Add your name. Garden patch out back, plant whatever survives this dirt."

		"Desert rose," Gwendolyn said quick. "Thorny, but blooms pink." Lena chuckled. "Gay as fuck. Count me in for watering duty."

		Talk looped easy after. Lena rambled gym gossip, some welterweight popping positive for Winstrol. Gwendolyn asked about Lena's side hustle, tattoo flash sheets selling on Etsy. Julia half-listened, thumb stroking Gwendolyn's wrist bone. Pulse thumped steady there, like a metronome. Stars wheeled slow overhead. Lena checked her Fossil watch, band scratched from pit crew days. "Midnight. Jeep's due smog check tomorrow." She balled the chip bag, stuffed it in cooler. Blanket shook out, dust clouding brief. Julia stood first, hauling Gwendolyn up. Hands brushed dirt mutual. Lena folded the wool tight, tucked under arm. Jeep door groaned open. Gwendolyn climbed back again, thighs sticking vinyl seats. Julia shotgun, window down full. Engine turned over rough, headlights sweeping scrub. Drive back quieter. Post Malone long faded, static hissing AM talk radio. Desert flats blurred, city glow fattening horizon. Gwendolyn's hand dangled front seat gap, fingers brushing Julia's neck nape hairs. Lena hummed off-key to a trucker ad jingle. Apartment lot appeared, sodium lamps buzzing yellow. Jeep idled. Lena twisted back. "Vow sticks. Call if you need backup." Gwendolyn leaned, air-kissed her cheek. "Thanks for witnessing."

		Door buzzed them in upstairs. Julia fumbled keys twice, laugh rusty. Inside smelled like yesterday's coffee grounds. Gwendolyn kicked off sandals by the mat, toes curling carpet. Julia locked up, chain rattling. Bedroom lamp flicked on, twenty-watt bulb pooling yellow. Gwendolyn paused hallway, back to her. Shirt hem lifted as she stretched arms overhead, vertebrae popping faint. Julia stepped close, palms flat on her belly skin. Warm, soft give under fingers. "That real?" Gwendolyn turned slow, scar tilting up. "Real."

		Julia's mouth found the scar first, lips pressing firm. Gwendolyn's hands fisted her tank hem, tugging insistent. Kiss deepened, tongues sliding messy. Gwendolyn tasted like salt chips and Dasani. Julia backed her to the wall, plaster cool on exposed shoulder blades. Shirts peeled off mutual. Gwendolyn's bra snapped free, breasts spilling heavy. Julia cupped one, thumb circling nipple to peak. Gwendolyn arched, gasp wet against Julia's neck. Jeans next, denim dragging thighs. Gwendolyn's hitched at hips, Julia kneeling awkward to yank them down. Knee protested grind on carpet, but ignored. Gwendolyn spread wide on the bed edge, heels digging mattress. Julia's tongue dragged flat up her slit, clit throbbing under the pressure. Wet gathered fast, coating chin. Two fingers slid in knuckle-deep, walls clenching greedy. Gwendolyn's hand clamped Julia's hair, pulling sharp. "Fuck," Gwendolyn panted. "Harder." Julia curled fingers, stroking that spot relentless. Mouth sucked clit vacuum-tight, teeth grazing edge. Gwendolyn bucked, thighs quaking. Julia's free hand pinned hip down, bruising grip. Climax hit Gwendolyn loud, back bowing off sheets. Julia licked through it, pussy pulsing slick around fingers. Pulled free slow, strings of come gleaming. Gwendolyn collapsed gasping, chest heaving. Julia stripped rest, crawled up. Straddled her face reverse, pussy hovering inch from lips. Gwendolyn's tongue darted out tentative, then plunged. Julia ground down, clit dragging nose. Hands braced headboard slats, wood creaking. Her own fingers dipped back, circling asshole rim while Gwendolyn ate her sloppy. "Come here." Julia spun, sixty-nine lock. Mouths buried mutual, slurping obscene. Gwendolyn's clit swelled again under tongue laps. Julia's hole winked open on thrusts, Gwendolyn's fingers pistoning knuckle-slaps wet. They rocked tandem, bed frame thudding wall. Julia came first, thighs clamping Gwendolyn's head vise. Muffled cry vibrated her clit. Gwendolyn followed seconds later, juices flooding mouth. Collapsed side-by-side, sweat pooling elbows. Gwendolyn's calf draped Julia's thigh, muscle twitching aftershocks. Lamp buzzed faint overhead. Julia traced the scar again, nail blunt edge. Gwendolyn caught her hand, kissed knuckles salt-sticky. "Ours now."

		Bedroom door hung ajar, hallway dark.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 31

		

		The Scar Echo

		

		

		Gwendolyn eased her leg off Julia's thigh, skin sticking where sweat had dried tacky. The sheet twisted around her ankle like a loose restraint. She propped on one elbow, breasts shifting heavy against her ribs. Across the room, the dresser mirror caught the lamp's yellow pool, throwing her chin into sharp relief. That scar sat there, pale crescent against the flush still coloring her jaw. Julia's fingers flexed in her grip, knuckles popping soft under the kiss. She rolled closer, breath hot on Gwendolyn's collarbone. "What you staring at?"

		Gwendolyn tilted her head, scar pulling tight when she frowned. The first time Julia had touched it flashed quick, not the full reel but one frame: arena office after the fight, fluorescents buzzing overhead like trapped flies. Julia's thumb had grazed it rough then, pinning her against the desk amid the roar leaking from the cage outside. Possession, not this. "This," she said, tapping the mark with her free hand. Nail caught the edge, stinging fresh. Julia pushed up on her good knee, mattress dipping uneven. She swung her leg over Gwendolyn's hips, straddling loose without weight. The tribal tattoo flexed black against her skin as she reached down. Her thumb settled on the scar now, pad circling slow, pressure light enough to raise goosebumps down Gwendolyn's neck. No desk, no shouts from the hall. Just the apartment's hum, AC kicking on with a low rattle. "Still bugs you." Julia's voice came flat, not question. She leaned in, lips brushing the spot beside it, beard burn from earlier rasping faint. Gwendolyn's fingers dug into the sheet bunch at Julia's knee, fabric bunching under her nails. The surgery scar there felt ridged, hot from their grind. "Used to think it made me clumsy. Like Dad saying after the fall, 'Watch where you're going next time, Gwen.' Fourth grade playground, gravel bit deep." She swallowed spit thick from salt. Her thighs ached open still, pussy tender from the stretch. Irrelevant now, but her mind snagged on it, the way Julia had yanked her jeans earlier like peeling doubt. Julia pressed harder, thumb nail whitening the skin around the crescent. "Makes you mine." She shifted forward, breasts brushing Gwendolyn's, nipples dragging stiff trails. Her uneven gait showed in the hover, bad knee locked straight to keep balance. "First saw it when you crashed into me that night. Desk corner jabbed your hip. You froze, scar jumping like it remembered."

		Gwendolyn's laugh came breathy, caught mid-chest. She grabbed Julia's wrist, held the thumb there. Heat bloomed under the pressure, scar throbbing like a fresh bruise. "Froze 'cause you loomed. Fighter fresh from taps, sweat still dripping. Thought you'd snap me in half." The memory pulled details loose: Julia's gloves thudding the trash can, Gwendolyn's clipboard clattering, Victor's shadow in the doorway she hadn't noticed then. Julia snorted, thumb stroking now, back and forth over the ridge. "Wanted to. You smelled like vanilla files and panic. Bent you over that desk anyway." She dipped her head, tongue flicking the scar wet, flat laps that made Gwendolyn's clit twitch despite the ache. No push for more, just tasting. Gwendolyn arched chin up, throat cords standing. Her hands slid to Julia's ass, palms cupping the firm swell, fingers dimpling meat. "Licked it first. Said it looked like a dare." The office echo mixed with now, lamp buzzing louder in her ears. She squeezed harder, pulling Julia down full weight. Hips slotted, pussies kissing slick remnants. Julia ground once, deliberate drag of clit on clit, both slick easing the slide. Then stopped. Her eyes flicked to the mirror behind, reflection doubling them tangled. "Dare won." Thumb left the scar, trailed down her neck instead, pressing the pulse jump there. Gwendolyn twisted her head, catching their mirror selves. Julia's tattoo gleamed oily under the lamp, bicep bunched from holding position. Her own curves spilled soft, thighs framing Julia's leaner frame. Scar winked white in the glass, no longer hiding under makeup like pre-Julia days. She chewed the inside of her cheek, salt bursting bitter. Dad's voice echoed faint: clumsy girl. But Julia's thumb print lingered warm. "You changed it." Gwendolyn's words tumbled soft, fingers kneading deeper into ass cheek, nail scraping faint red line. Julia hummed throat low, vibration rumbling through her chest into Gwendolyn's. She braced palms flat on the mattress either side Gwendolyn's shoulders, push-up hold that made her triceps cord. Bad knee ground carpet edge where it dangled off bed. "Nah. You did. First time, you flinched. Now you lean in." She dipped again, teeth grazing scar edge, not bite but scrape that zinged straight to Gwendolyn's gut. Gwendolyn's breath hitched, pussy clenching empty. She hooked ankles behind Julia's calves, pulling flush. The uneven gait pressed Julia's knee wrong, a soft grunt escaping her. "Sorry," Gwendolyn muttered, loosening. Julia shook head, hair falling curtain across one eye. "Ignore it. Like you ignore this." She tapped her own knee quick, then cupped Gwendolyn's breast heavy in palm, rolling nipple between fingers pinch-twist. "Grief knee. Brother's crash. Docs said walk it off."

		Gwendolyn's free hand rose, tracing the surgery line slow, ridges bumpy under pads. Julia's skin twitched hot. "Doesn't make you weak." Mirror caught the move, her curvy arm contrasting Julia's cut lines. Julia's laugh barked short. "Says the one yielding since day one." She released the nipple, red and peaked, slid hand down belly to pubic bone. Fingers combed curls damp there, parting lips casual. One dipped shallow, stirring come from earlier. Gwendolyn bucked up, gasp wet. "Not yielding now." Gwendolyn clamped thighs on Julia's hand, trapping wrist. Her other hand fisted Julia's hair base, tugging scalp sting. Pull brought Julia's mouth to hers, tongues tangling salt-slick, teeth clacking off-kilter. Julia moaned into it, fingers thrusting knuckle-deep despite the squeeze. Walls gripped back greedy, fresh wet coating. She curled middle finger, stroking front wall drag-drag. Gwendolyn broke kiss panting, foreheads butting. "Fuck, right there."

		"Know your spots." Julia's voice gravel, free hand pinning Gwendolyn's hip carpet-burn hard. Thumb circled clit swollen, pressure building slick circles. Mirror showed it all: Julia's ass flexing with each thrust, Gwendolyn's heels digging sheet rucks. Gwendolyn's eyes squeezed shut, scar pulling when jaw clenched. First meeting scar touch burned over with this, desk corner swapped for bed edge bruising her heels. Climax coiled tight, thighs quaking. Julia sped thumb, fingers pistoning wet slaps. "Come on my hand. Show the mirror."

		Eyes snapped open. Reflection stared back: her face twisted, breasts bouncing jig with thrusts. Julia's tattoo rippled, eyes locked on hers via glass. Gwendolyn shattered loud, pussy milking fingers spasm after spasm. Juices squirted faint, sheet darkening spot fresh. Julia pulled free slow, strings gleaming. She smeared them across the scar deliberate, slick shine coating the crescent. "Ours," she repeated Gwendolyn's word, thumb rubbing it in. Gwendolyn grabbed her hand again, licked palm broad stripe, tasting herself tart. Julia's pupils blew wide. They collapsed back, Julia spooning tight behind, arm banded across belly possessive. Scar tingled cooling under the slick. Lamp flickered once, bulb thread whining. Gwendolyn stared at ceiling fan blades lazy-turning, dust bunnies caught in the globe. Her thumb rubbed Julia's forearm absent, tracing a freckle cluster like accidental constellation. "Lena texted earlier. Desert air dried my phone screen gritty."

		Julia nuzzled neck, lips on pulse. "Saw. 'Vow sealed. Don't fuck it up.' Her emoji game sucks."

		Gwendolyn snorted, body loose under the hold. Scar itched drying, but good itch. First meeting felt distant now, like a fight tape rewound. "What now? Championship check cleared. Victor's rotting in county."

		Julia's fingers drummed belly skin light, Morse code nonsense. "Mentor kids at the gym. You do that mental health cert, help fighters not crack like I almost did." Her breath hitched faint on the almost, knee pressing Gwendolyn's calf warning. Gwendolyn twisted partial, heart-shaped face inches from Julia's. Scar caught lamp edge again, mirror winking distant. "Garden's empty spot by the fence. Desert rose? Roots tough here."

		Julia's eyes crinkled corner, smile pulling slow. Thumb found scar once more, final trace feather-light. "Plant tomorrow. You dig, I steady."

		Gwendolyn nodded chin bumping Julia's nose. Door hung ajar still, hallway dark swallowing the promise. Julia's hand slid south again, cupping pussy mound warm claim. "Sleep first."

		Gwendolyn spread thighs invitation, but Julia just held, thumb stroking scar's twin on her own skin. Mirror watched silent as they drifted, breaths syncing ragged to even.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 32

		

		The Garden Planting

		

		

		Julia's knee throbbed first, a dull spike under the sheet twisted around her legs. She shifted, palm still cupped over Gwendolyn's mound, the skin there gone cool overnight. Sunlight stabbed through the blinds slats, turning dust motes into lazy sparks over the bed. Gwendolyn snored soft, one arm flung across Julia's ribs, fingers curled loose like she forgot to let go. Julia eased her hand free, thumb grazing the trimmed hair before pulling back. The scar on Gwendolyn's chin caught the light, dried slick from last night flaking at the edges. Julia sat up slow, knee protesting with a grind like gravel in a hinge. She swung her legs over the bed edge, bare feet hitting the saltillo tile cold from the AC vent. Gym bag slumped in the corner, championship belt zipper glinting half-open. Victor's face flickered in her head for a second, smug mugshot from the news feed last week, but she shoved it down. County lockup for fraud and threats. Done. Coffee first. She padded to the kitchenette, Keurig gurgling as she popped in a Death Wish pod, black and bitter like the post-fight brews at Tito's gym. Steam curled up while she stretched her quad, tattoo ink pulling tight on the bicep. Gwendolyn mumbled from the bedroom, sheet rustling. Julia poured the mug, scalding first sip burning her tongue just right. Gwendolyn appeared in the doorway, hair a rat's nest, rubbing sleep from her eyes with knuckles. Her tits hung loose under the tank top, nipples poking through from the chill. "Smells like tar."

		"Victory fuel." Julia slid the second mug across the counter, handle chipped from that drop at the gym party. Gwendolyn took it, blew across the rim, pinky hooking the mug bottom awkward. They drank standing there, elbows bumping on the Formica edge scarred from a knife slip years back. "Plant today?" Gwendolyn asked, voice thick. Julia nodded, draining her mug. "Desert Bloom Nursery opens at nine. Grabbed the Apache Sunset yesterday. Tough roots, pink blooms like your scar when it flares."

		Gwendolyn's thumb went to her chin, scraping the flake off. "Dirt under my nails already in my head." She rinsed her mug, water splashing the sink's stainless stains. Julia watched her ass sway in the shorts, fabric riding up one cheek. Later. Plant first. They dressed quick. Julia tugged on cargo shorts, the knee brace clicking into place under the fabric, velcro rasping. Tank top next, tattoo sleeve out. Gwendolyn yanked on yoga pants and a faded UNLV tee, the hem frayed at the waistband. Julia grabbed the nursery bag from the fridge shelf, plastic crinkling, the rose bush inside wrapped in damp burlap, thorns poking through. Outside, heat shimmered off the parking lot asphalt, distant casino jackpots dinging from the Strip a mile off. Their apartment complex backed onto a scrub lot, chain-link fence rattling in the breeze. The garden patch sat tucked by the unit, maybe ten by ten feet of gravel and raised beds, agave spikes crowding one corner, a saguaro arm propped against the fence post from last monsoon snap. Julia unlocked the gate, rusty hinge squealing. Gwendolyn hauled the nursery bag, grunting at the weight. "Heavier than it looks."

		"Roots." Julia knelt by the empty spot near the fence, gravel biting her shins through the shorts. Soil here packed dry, clay-red clods baked hard as brick. She dug fingers in first, testing. Loose pebbles skittered, a scorpion tail flicked up from under a rock, vanishing into a crack. Her knee locked half-bent, brace digging the patella. Gwendolyn dropped the bag, unzipped it. The Apache Sunset bush came out roots first, soil ball fist-sized, thorns snagging her thumb. Blood beaded quick. "Shit." She stuck it in her mouth, sucking. Julia snorted. "City soft." She grabbed the trowel from the bag, stamped blade into the dirt. Clink. Rock underneath. She rocked it harder, chips flying, sweat beading her temple already. Sun climbed, shadows shrinking across the fence slats. A neighbor's sprinkler kicked on two units down, mist hissing on concrete. Gwendolyn knelt beside her, hands steady on the soil clods. "Here." She took the trowel, dug smooth where Julia chipped. Their shoulders brushed, Gwendolyn's tit pressing soft against Julia's arm. Julia leaned into it, gravel shifting under her good knee. "Like that first gym day," Gwendolyn said, blade sinking deeper. "You barking orders, me fumbling wraps."

		Julia's tattoo flexed as she pried a chunk free, dirt crumbling black under nails. "You wrapped tighter than half the pros. Victor's office after, though." She paused, trowel hovering. "Desk edge bruised your thighs purple."

		Gwendolyn's cheeks pinked, but she dug on. "Yeah. And now this." Hole widened, six inches deep, sides crumbling. She scooped the loose dirt into a pile, pebbles glinting quartz flecks. Julia tested the depth with her palm, fingers splaying. Fit. She took the bush from Gwendolyn, thorns pricking her callus. Roots dangled fibrous, white tips thirsty. "Hold the hole open." Gwendolyn's fingers packed the edges, steady where Julia's knee wobbled if she pushed too hard. They lowered it together, soil ball plopping in. Gwendolyn's hands brushed Julia's, mud smearing between knuckles. Julia patted the sides firm, her uneven gait forgotten with Gwendolyn bracing her elbow. Dirt packed solid, no air pockets. The bush stood upright, stubby stems green against the fence rust. "Water can?" Julia asked, wiping forehead on her forearm, sweat streaking tattoo lines. Gwendolyn stood first, joints popping, fetched the rusted galvanized can from the agave shade. Water sloshed half-full from last week's aloe pour. She tipped it slow, stream hissing into the soil, dark patch spreading around the base. Bubbles rose from deep pockets, popping with trapped air stink. Julia rose careful, knee grinding audible. She steadied on Gwendolyn's shoulder, fingers digging into the tee fabric. "Mentoring starts Monday. Tito's got three kids, twelve to fifteen. Hooks sloppy, but hungry."

		Gwendolyn set the can down, empty now. "Good. I'll shadow the cert class online tonight. Mental health for fighters. Cracking under cuts, like you said." She brushed dirt from her yoga pants, streak stubborn on the thigh. Julia grunted, testing her stance. Fence wire dug her back when she leaned. "You won't crack. Not anymore." She scooped loose dirt from the pile, dumped it around the base. Gwendolyn joined, hands side by side, patting even. Thorns caught a breeze, stems quivering. A jackrabbit bolted past the fence gap, ears flapping, kicking dust cloud. Gwendolyn laughed, short bark. "Ours now. Survives this shit soil, we're golden."

		Julia pressed the last clod down, thumb grinding it flat. Her pinky hooked Gwendolyn's during the pat, nail scraping mud flake. Heat baked their backs, asphalt tar smell rising from the lot. Distant I-15 rumble vibrated the ground faint. "Needs mulch," Gwendolyn said, eyeing the gravel edge. "Pine bark from the nursery?"

		Julia nodded, still patting, rhythm steady. "Tomorrow. Tonight, grill that flank steak. Tito's rub." Her knee twinged again, but Gwendolyn's hand on her brace steadied it without asking. Gwendolyn's thumb grazed Julia's wrist bone, circling absent. "Kids at the gym ask about the belt yet?"

		"Every session." Julia straightened partial, dirt crumbling from her palms. She flicked a pebble at the fence, ping sharp. "Tell 'em tape don't lie. You watch the first match?"

		Gwendolyn shook her head, ponytail swinging. "Arena feed glitched. Saw the highlights, your knee lock on Lang's sister. Brutal."

		Julia's lips pulled flat. "Necessary." She grabbed the trowel, stabbed the pile flat. No more Victor echoes. Bush roots would grip this clay, force blooms. They stood back, gravel crunching under shifts. Sun dipped lower, fence shadow stretching over the new plant. Gwendolyn nudged Julia's boot with hers, toe to toe. "Looks solid."

		Julia's hand found her lower back, palm flat through the tank. Sweat damp there. "Yeah." She squeezed once, fingers splaying wide. Gwendolyn turned, chin tilting up, scar clean now under the light. "Steak sounds good. You chop cilantro?"

		"Always." Julia's thumb traced her hip bone, notch fitting perfect. A truck horn blared from the lot, tires squealing turnaround. Gwendolyn glanced, then back. "Mulch tomorrow, then?"

		Julia pulled her closer, noses bumping. "Deal." Her knee held steady, Gwendolyn's weight balancing it. Dirt flaked from Gwendolyn's knee when she knelt again, checking the soil damp. "One more pat." Water pooled shallow at the base, soaking in slow. Julia dropped beside her, good knee first. Hands together on the earth, pressing the promise firm.
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