

  

    

      

    

  




		

			Tapout


			Every fight has stakes, and the hardest jabs are the ones you don’t see coming.


			Laila Moretti was on the verge of making her UFC dream a reality. A standout in the regional circuit, she was one win away from a contract—until a crushing defeat shattered her confidence. Convinced she’s not cut out for the big leagues, she walks away from the cage, her coach, and the future she fought for.


			Harlow Hayes doesn’t believe in limits—only opportunities. Running an underground fight promotion takes nerve, ambition, and a willingness to play dirty. She’s built an empire on giving fighters a shot the system never would. But the audience craves blood, and with her reputation on the line, she needs a star who can do more than survive—she needs someone who can win.


			When Laila steps into Harlow’s world, she sees the fighter Laila refuses to believe she is. Their attraction is undeniable, their ambitions impossible to ignore, and as the lines between business and something far more dangerous begin to blur, Harlow faces a choice: push Laila to reclaim the dream she abandoned or admit she’s already lost sight of her own.
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			For the warriors.
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			Oss.


			











    

            Chapter One








			Some fighters are born with thunder in their hands. Some are phantoms, always disappearing at your fingertips. Others are zombies sent to break your will with unyielding indifference. Some are psychics who know your thoughts and read your soul, and still others are time travelers from an era of unbound violence, primal and ruthless. Sometimes breaking people is the family business. A legacy inherited in blood and anointed like a crown.


			We come to it as a calling. As a salvation. A habit.


			I wish I could say I am any one of those warrior essences. The fact is, I didn’t come from the womb swinging. I grew up small, wiry, and silly. Even now the closest thing I have to killer instinct is a smart mouth, and that’s not doing much for me from the cold tile of the bathroom floor where deep breaths and not puking have become an either-or situation.


			I hear time and space in voices, my moment stalking closer, marked with the eruption of cheers that mean a fight is ending. Space closes, focuses, out from the voices by the octagon to the gentle tap on the bathroom door and Eden’s voice.


			“Laila? You’re up next.”


			“Okay” is not sufficient at this point. I should be out there moving, staying warm, and listening to Eden’s last pieces of advice, not lying here like a croissant having a panic attack and calculating my chances of army crawling out of here undetected through the air vents.


			“Let me in, Laila. I can help you.”


			“I can’t do this.”


			I’ve fought before. Many times, in fact. Just never in front of the most influential people in the sport. People who can change my life on a whim. Never in front of millions of television viewers.


			“Open the door.”


			I’d tell her to kick it down, but she might do it, so I muscle through the symphony of inner whining and stand. A wave of hot nausea fumes into my throat and nose. I could just about convince myself I really am too sick to fight if I didn’t know better. A more promising way out than the air vent, but still wishful thinking.


			I open the door and digest Eden’s expression. People usually tell me I look like a ghost when I feel this lightheaded and horrified, but she doesn’t.


			“You’re okay,” she says instead. I try to slide down the wall, but she seizes my arm and pulls up. “Nope. Stand with it. Look at me.”


			I’m already looking at her, but I will my eyes to focus. Long dark hair, pretty mouth, a sharp intelligence in her eyes but a kind expression. Eden’s been my coach for ten years, my best friend for at least four. She’s the greatest UFC champion of all time turned full-time coach and has been ascending to one of the best of those too for the last few years.


			The first pro fighter she took on, Brooklyn Shaw, became the featherweight champion and hasn’t relinquished the title since, and she’s not the only star in Eden’s stable these days. Brooklyn managed to steal Eden’s heart while she was at it, no easy feat, and now the two are a force I’m unbelievably lucky to train under and call friends. However, in this moment, all I can think is I doubt Eden ever had to talk Brooklyn off the floor before a fight. They’re both card-carrying warriors, and for all the kindness Eden is capable of, I have a hard time believing this is anything less than pathetic to her.


			“I’m sorry,” I say.


			“Everything you want is on the other side of this moment,” she says.


			I breathe. The oxygen quakes through my chest and arms. I’m shaking. I’ve never wanted anything like I want the glory of a victory in the UFC cage. I want the vision I’ve cultivated for so long. To dominate. To land a right hand so clean I get a walk-off knockout. I want to scream from the top of the octagon cage with a bloody fist in the air. I want to bring home a UFC contract and change my life in an instant of precision and power. I want to feel the ache of combat in my bones tomorrow and laugh with friends over every turn of the fight.


			But I don’t, and I mean I really don’t, want to step out of this fucking bathroom.


			“This is sick,” I say. “How is this a real thing?”


			I’m not built for this, never have been. I’m not vicious; I’m ridiculous. The first time someone pushed my little brother around, I called that bitch a twatsack cumstain and became a hero for all of five seconds before she smashed my head into a pole.


			I’d like to think a decade of martial arts training has changed my susceptibility to having my head rammed into permanent playground fixtures, but I can’t be certain. The person across the octagon won’t be any ten-year-old named Muffin Top Molly.


			“Laila, you will never forgive yourself if you don’t go out there,” Eden says. “Once they close the cage, you’ll know what to do. You’re trained for this. You earned this.”


			“Blue corner, two minutes!”


			I look down at my gloves and verify they are blue. The crowd isn’t big. This venue isn’t made for the giant audiences of the pay-per-view events, just a handful of people for each fighter and the staff, yet their voices rising in anticipation in the next room give me a shot of adrenaline anyway.


			“What if I lose?”


			“You won’t.”


			“What if I do?” In front of everyone. Every friend and family member I have. Every training partner. Every deadbeat in my neighborhood. Every family with a TV on while they eat dinner. Every school kid who’s walked by one of my posters. Even Muffin Top Molly, I’d bet. Eden grabs my shoulders.


			“Just go hard. Give it everything you’ve got, and you’ll be proud.”


			“Blue corner!”


			The barking voice belongs to a staff member in black who’s craning around the corner looking ready to fight me himself. I look to Eden again.


			“Who do you want to be?” she asks.


			“Okay.”


			“Okay?”


			“Let’s go.”


			“Let’s fucking go.” She slaps my shoulder and pushes me through the doorframe.


			I try to absorb her energy and multiply it. I will it to bring feeling back to my fingers, but they’re cold and slow. I push through the double doors that separate backstage with Eden and the rest of the entourage of coaches and staff at my sides. Blue and red lights tint the short walkout tunnel. Eyes are on me. Cameras. A few whoops sound even though I didn’t bring anyone except my team. Dana White, the president of the UFC, sits at his table cage-side ready to watch and decide my fate. There’s no turning back.


			They signal me into the octagon. My legs are shaking. The canvas is spotted with blood from victors and vanquished both. My opponent makes her walk to the cage next. For how conditioned I supposedly am, standing takes a heroic effort, so how can I hope to complete three five-minute rounds of the most physically demanding sport I’ve ever been rash enough to pursue?


			“Stay loose,” Eden says through the cage from my corner. Hah. A drop of advice against the hurricane of chaos in my mind. I try to shake out my arms, and they fall like bowling balls to my hips.


			Then she steps into the ring. Tabitha. The Alley Cat, she calls herself. A play on Tabby, I think, but she does also look like the kind of person to lose a piece of her ear in a parking lot. She’s built. Wide shoulders, thick thighs, cut arms, belligerent face. She’s stoic and hard, looking at me with sharp eyes between sharp brows and cheekbones.


			“This is yours, Laila. Put her down and take it.”


			Eden’s last piece of advice rattles through me. I’m not here to be afraid. To survive. To escape injury. Not lose. Not be humiliated. It’s all wrong. You don’t get the dream just by showing up. You have to put them down and take it. Pry it from their frantic fingertips. Strangle it from their gargling throat. I have to be more than this.


			The ref makes eye contact. “Are you ready, fighter?”


			I nod.


			“Fight!”


			I step forward on trembling legs.


			











    

            Chapter Two






			One week earlier


			Emerald Tiger sits half a block down the road silhouetted by an ugly industrial orange dusk. Vic lets her feet clap hard on the downhill sidewalk and pulls a strip of cherry-red hair behind her ear so I can see the minutiae of her sassy expression.


			“It’s bad luck to celebrate before your fight. You should wait until you win,” she says.


			“Maybe we’ll have another party after,” I say.


			“Then why have one now?”


			“I thought you wanted to come.”


			She more or less invited herself when I mentioned it, and she’ll brag about being at this event later but doesn’t see why that should stop her from mocking it now.


			“I’m just saying you haven’t done the thing yet. Celebrating now is like admitting you might not get to later. You should be hungry before a fight, not satisfied.”


			“Just play nice, okay?”


			“Of course I’m going to play nice,” she says.


			The bell that sounds when I open the door feels too quaint for the pterodactyl this little martial arts caterpillar has become. The front room has the same plain pine desk and modest Taekwondo space where I went from a clueless teenager who had to be reminded not to dance in class to an Emerald Tiger black belt. Chatter comes from the MMA room in back. I kick off my shoes before walking across the blue and red mats.


			“Come on, you’ll like the MMA room,” I say.


			Vic responds to strength more than harmony. The MMA add-on is much newer and tougher with its sleek black mats and vibrant emerald tiger head painted on the back wall, not to mention the championship belts on display, including the most coveted UFC championship belts.


			Eden might’ve underestimated herself with this add-on as it’s still not big enough to accommodate as many fighters as she could attract, but she says she likes having a smaller, elite group of select fighters. I’m lucky to be one of them but acutely aware it would not be so if I weren’t one of her original students. Most of my teammates are already in the UFC while most of the ones who aren’t are signed with Bellator, a smaller but still major promotion. Being the team’s little sister isn’t the worst thing, but I want to be more.


			“There she is!”


			The boys all throw their hands up and whoop as I come inside, a dozen muscled, perfect bodies horsing around and laughing as they point at the congratulations banner. Eden rounds the corner out of the supply closet, and a bright, warm smile glows from her.


			“We almost thought you weren’t going to make it to your own party.” She sets down a tray of comically healthy snacks and comes to hug me.


			“Of course I’m here.”


			Eden offers her hand to Vic, who shakes it like she’s never completed the gesture before. Their energies couldn’t be more different, Eden bright and professional while Vic’s reservation almost reads as suspicion.


			“Eden Bauer.”


			“Yeah,” Vic says.


			I elbow her. “And this is my friend Vic.”


			“Oh yeah, sorry. Vic. Nice place.”


			“Thank you.”


			“I’ve seen you fight. You’re pretty good,” Vic says.


			I scoff at the dramatic understatement that is “pretty good,” but Eden doesn’t miss a beat.


			“I enjoyed my time in the octagon, but I’m happy to be coaching talents like Laila now. Do you fight at all?”


			“Just my share in the street, and I’m good friends with Harlow.”


			I’ve never heard Vic mention anyone named Harlow before, but the information seems to mean something to Eden, and I’m not sure she loves it.


			“I see. How has that been for you?” she asks.


			“It’s great, but don’t worry. She isn’t coming.”


			“I’m not worried.”


			Vic smiles and thumps her hand down on my shoulder like it will break the tension. I’d really just love to know what the fuck is going on.


			“Well, Laila loves it here,” Vic says. “I’ve wanted to at least see the place for a while.”


			“I’m glad you made it. We’re all excited for Laila.”


			“You’re expecting a win then?”


			Eden’s body language tenses. I can tell she’s had enough of Vic, but her friendly, “Of course we are,” is controlled and restrained.


			“Vic thinks it’s bad luck to celebrate before I win,” I say. “That’s why she’s asking.”


			Eden scans her before speaking. “Becoming a professional fighter is a long, bloody road, and just as mental as physical. It’s important to feel your successes. Getting a spot to fight on The Contender Series is one of the biggest opportunities the sport has to offer. She gets to fight in front of the world and the UFC president. A great performance is a ticket straight into a UFC contract.”


			“Sure, but an opportunity doesn’t mean anything until you bend it over and make it yours.”


			“It means something,” Eden says. “It’s not like signing up for karaoke. It’s earned. She’ll be spending all next week in Vegas shooting interviews and getting her head right. She deserves a deep breath now.”


			Vic’s smile creeps across her face like her lack of response is a favor rather than a surrender. I shouldn’t have brought her. She’ll never understand what Eden is saying. Respect in her life is bought in blood and cash, not effort.


			“Well, I’m sure you know best, Champ,” she finally says.


			“Enjoy the party.” Eden points to the cooler at the end of the table against the wall. “There’s alcohol in there for anyone who isn’t competing soon.”


			She leaves before either of us reply. When I look over my shoulder, I see she’s joining Mateo, who just entered, no doubt to tell the fifteen-year-old who is her cherished protégé and basically adoptive son that he is not allowed access to said alcohol.


			Vic follows my gaze and takes a long moment before looking back to me. “Are you sure she’s thought through this matchup?”


			“She doesn’t get to pick my opponent.”


			“Yeah, but does she think it’s a good one?”


			I try to mask my frustration though I’m not sure I do the job. “Of course she does. Some people actually believe in me.”


			“Come on, you know I’m just watching out for you. You’ve talked about it? You’re sure she wouldn’t feed you to the wolves?”


			“Vic, it’s been a long time since the playground. I have skills now. And yes, Eden cares. If anyone would know if this were a good idea, it’s her.”


			She rolls her eyes. “Whatever, I could take her.”


			A laugh bursts like a balloon in my chest. “You could not.”


			“Oh please, she’s flesh and blood. I could too.”


			“Vic.” I put my hands on her shoulders. “That is the greatest female fighter of all time. She would barely notice you were trying.”


			“That’s your problem, putting people on pedestals.”


			“You have no idea what you’re talking about.” And I breathe easier, because even though I act like I barely notice Vic’s doubts and criticisms, I do notice. It’s nice to hear her say something stupid. To remember she really doesn’t have a clue.


			She’s a tough girl and a loyal friend. There was a time when I needed her to pull girls off me by their ponytails. A time when her signature strategy of slinging them to the ground by shirt or hood or hair and soccer kicking them in the face was the pinnacle of martial arts to me, but her chances of doing that to Eden are zero. Her chances of doing it to anyone I’ve ever shared the cage with are zero. Her chances of doing it to me are zero. I don’t need her to approve of my party or my coach or me. I’m one victory away from doing more than she ever dared to dream of. When I do, I won’t be a silly little thing to chastise.


			











    

            Chapter Three








			The air hisses like white noise. Muffled in stereo. Tabby’s bully face glares across the space between us, her confidence bordering on smug. Scattered cheers dot the room.


			It’s common though not required for fighters to touch gloves before engaging, but Tabby runs through that tradition. I barely get a step off the fence before her shoulder hits my sternum and her weight slams me into the cage, which has less give than you’d imagine. It’s my ribs that sag and creak.


			She uses her full weight and strength to pin me to the cage, pushing like she wants us both to explode out the other side. Her arms scrape down to pick up my right leg for a takedown, and only then do I finally move. I try to slide my hands under her arms for double underhooks. I’ve barely threatened to accomplish the maneuver before she abandons her cause in favor of straightening up and socking me in the face.


			Her glove lands with a blunt thunder impact on my ear and silences it. An uppercut follows, muted. My head snaps up like I don’t possess a single neck muscle. A cross glances off my glove and blasts my face. And then she’s plowing me into the fence again, only this time I’m bleeding onto her back. Did she break my nose? Already?


			Her arms constrict around my waist, and she tears hard to her left. I step to catch the weight too slow and too narrow, and she drags me over the top of my planted foot with ease. She’s strong and moving with malicious abandon.


			My knees smack together as I land. A sharp clang of bone pain rings through me. The impact rattles through my whole body. Just as I realize I need to fight for position Tabby is lunging to secure dominance. The top of her head bashes my nose, and my eyes fill with tears as her legs slap down on either side of me.


			This can’t be happening.


			She’s taken mount even though I’m on my side rather than my back, and the fists start coming.


			“Get out of there, Laila. You’ve got to move!”


			Eden is screaming at me from my corner. I watch the drops of red dotting the canvas.


			Tabby’s fists land like a meaty baseball bat. Not sharp like arrows but disorienting like a wave you didn’t see.


			Move. For fuck’s sake, I have to move.


			I haven’t so much as thrown a punch, and from here, pinned on my side, there is no punch worth throwing. I have to get up.


			I shift my hips backward to destabilize her base, a first step, but her knee wedges against my spine and her arm slithers between the canvas and my neck. Her fingers dig into my shoulder, and she pulls me toward her as she falls to her side. She moves me as a solid, resisting block and slides so she’s strapped onto my back.


			Her left calf clamps across my waist, and she levers the back of her right knee over her left ankle to secure the body lock. She squeezes so hard I have to warn my body not to puke, but thank God I finally have the presence of mind to put my hands where they belong before it’s too late. I protect my neck as she tries to slide her arm around it for a choke.


			My hands slam onto her forearm just in time to pull and lock it to my chest where she can’t crush my throat.


			Her right hand punches me in the side of the face, but I stay fastened to the left. I turn my head away so she’ll quit catching my damaged nose, but if I let myself get distracted for even a second she’ll get what she’s really after. A rear naked choke.


			“Break the body lock!” Eden shouts.


			Eden’s call confirms I’m still a step behind. It’s what I’ll need to do to get Tabby off my back, but it’s taking one hundred percent of my effort just to not get submitted. I can’t even block the punches, let alone pry her legs off me. This can’t be happening.


			I’m outside of myself. Watching on TV. Watching my bloody desperate body as Tabby slings it at will. I’m screaming at the TV. For fuck’s sake, shift to your right side. Put pressure on the body lock. Tuck your chin and use your left hand to stop the choke. Use your right hand to pry this body lock apart. Don’t just lie there getting humiliated. Bridge. Turn into her. Explode. I would explain it all to the TV so well, so just do it.


			But back in my body I know I can’t. If I let go of this fucking wrist with either hand it will slide into place. She’ll choke me out. I know it. So, I hold fast.


			I feel her frustration with the way I’ve stagnated her wrist, the crowd’s frustration with the way I’ve stagnated the fight. I know something is coming, yet it does nothing to help me resist her rag-dolling me back onto my side, and it does nothing to stop her elbow from slamming into the side of my head.


			I fight to curl into a turtle position on my knees and elbows, not a good position, but better. It will give me at least some amount of protection and structural stability, but she lunges onto my back before I can get my hips far enough back to resist her. She slams me forward flat onto my stomach, using her legs to stretch me out.


			Her hips drive down while her fists fly. I try to show enough signs of life to keep the ref from ending the fight, but there’s nothing I can do. Not really. I can’t hit her. Can’t lift her. Can’t even fucking see her. I try one more time to come up with an explosion of energy to free me and am shocked when my hips turn.


			She’s off.


			But then the cage door opens. Eden and the cutman are on the way in. I didn’t break free. I was saved by the bell.


			“Sit,” Eden commands me.


			I stumble onto the stool. A shock of cold hits my back as she presses an icepack between my shoulders. The cutman rakes down my face with a cloth and shoves cotton swabs up my nose. I wince and pull back from the painful intrusion, but he holds my face and tries again.


			“Hey, look at me,” Eden snaps.


			I’m ashamed to look at her, but I don’t dare disobey her.


			“Listen to me, fuck that round,” she says. “It’s dead. It’s gone. She came out hot and overwhelmed you, but you’re coming back out on your feet with your hands up. You’ve felt it all. Now make her feel you. I need you to initiate. If you get in a bad spot, I need you to get out like you’re on fire. Don’t let her settle in. Don’t accept anything from her. Break free and ram it back in her face right away. This is your fucking fight. You decide what happens.”


			I nod, willing my eyes to stop watering.


			“Laila, I need you to want it. Do you want it?”


			











    

            Chapter Four








			One minute can save you. It can pull you from the throat of a predator. It’s long enough for your coach to whisper the perfect secret in your ear or scream the obvious in your face. It’s enough for the cutman to control your bleeding. Enough to cool your temperature and lower your heart rate. It’s even enough to convince yourself the next round will be different.


			I stand across from Tabby. The weight of my shoulders depresses my spent lungs. She looks fresh bouncing in place. Her eagerness puts a metallic taste in the air, a bullet in the chamber. I have to make her stop knowing what she thinks she knows. That it’s over.


			“Are you ready?”


			I nod at the ref, and the round starts.


			I move through my exhaustion. I don’t know how. I just do. I meet her in the center because I have to. There is no other script. I keep my hands up even though they’re made of lead. I move my feet even though they’re magnetized to the canvas. Tabby swings for the rafters. I pull back just in time to feel the wind of her fist passing.


			She swings again. A left hook from the parking lot this time. I duck under it and throw my right hook into her body as hard as I can. The solid slap of impact is so satisfying I throw it again, but it’s too greedy. She drops her elbow to block and cracks me with her other hand. My nose gushes again, the patchwork from my corner a quick bust.


			Tabby powers forward, crowding me into the fence. I tell my feet to move and circle out, but they’re too slow. I end up on my heels as Tabby shoves me. I see her knee hurtling toward my face just in time to throw my forearms up. It shocks my bones and shoulders. She socks me in the stomach, then the side of the head.


			Her arms wrap around my leg for a takedown. Her shoulder drives into my hip as she fastens my thigh to her chest. I hop on one foot searching for a point of balance, but the strength difference is more pronounced than ever. I’m too exhausted to sustain a challenging resistance.


			I drive my elbow down onto her back, not because I think it will stop her or even do serious damage, but because it’s the only thing I can do. Try to glean the smallest satisfaction. She takes the elbow without reaction and finishes ripping my leg toward her and to her right to drag me down. She drives her shoulder into my chest when I land so hard it feels like it’ll collapse.


			“Get up right now, Laila! No rest! Don’t let her settle!”


			Eden is crystal clear. She wants a scramble, for me to escape in the messiness that occurs when you hit the ground before Tabby can put her knees and elbows and hips in all the right places to render me immobile.


			The thing is, I’m already immobile.


			Just this bulldozer shoulder in my chest has my shoulders flat under a thousand pounds.


			“Move, Laila!” Eden screams.


			Of course I want to fucking move, Eden. You don’t know what this is like. Except she does, and she would find a way, and I hate her for it.


			“Hip out!” she screams.


			Tabby is driving her upper body into me so hard it’s true, my hips aren’t locked down, but as soon as I try to move them Tabby slams her hip onto mine and starts pounding me in the face. I search for the open spaces, alternating my movements to wherever I can find them, but all these little efforts are not culminating into anything.


			I take five punches looking for an inch, and in an instant, she takes back three. I heave for air but get blood down the back of my throat instead. I choke and turn, heave again and feel a glove clap over my ear. I fling an elbow over my shoulder and miss. She climbs on top of me in mount. Just like the first round. Me, awkward on my left side. Her, thick thighs latched onto my ribs holding me under her.


			I stay alert and cover. She grabs my wrist and goes to pry it away from my face. I lock my arm in a strong acute angle she shouldn’t be able to overcome, but slowly, painfully, she does. The drag of her dismantling my defense is a building wave, the strike to my face a lightning bolt. My head slams the canvas and my vision swirls.


			She moves to do it again. I’m so focused on covering my face I don’t see it coming or register it when her weight lifts and shifts. The pressure on my ribs intensifies, then releases. The relief is short. The back of her leg slams across my face, and she wrenches on my wrist so hard there’s no hope of holding it to my chest. I try to catch my right arm with my left to pull it back, but it’s too late. She pulls back with all her weight, my wrist locked to her chest. She lays my elbow across her hip in an arm bar.


			She bridges up against my elbow, pulls my wrist down. I try to sit up to chase the joint and relieve the pressure. I try to twist to do what’s called a hitchhiker’s escape, but her leg holds my face down hard. I’m in too deep. I’m extended as far as I can go, and she’s hipping up in a steady motion that has more than enough left to snap my arm.


			I feel it stretch. Lock. A stab of pain.


			It’s lose or break my arm and lose. There’s no wiggling, no burst of power, no bell that can stop it.


			I tap.


			Going unconscious or letting someone severely injure you rather than tapping out has never been something I thought made losing any easier or cooler. Yet when I do tap out now, when the ref’s hand lands on my elbow to save it from further damage and end of the fight, shame comes like a wall of water.


			Tabby’s leg drives into my face one more time as she launches off me. She raises her fist and shouts to the crowd. I’ve seen a thousand fighters celebrate victories. I’ve celebrated my own. You don’t realize how personal it feels to the one lying on the canvas bleeding. She’s excited for her win and to get a UFC contract. It has nothing to do with me. She doesn’t say fuck you, you fraud ass flower, you quitter, but that’s what I hear. “Good fight” never sounded so ridiculous.


			Eden shows up at my side and kneels next to me. She puts her hand on my shoulder. “Are you hurt?”


			I shake my head. Between the blood and exhaustion and tears trying to form, there’s fire in my throat.


			“Let’s get you up.”


			I cover my face, try to pass it off as holding my nose while I press the tears away.


			“Come on, Laila. It’s almost over. Stand for the announcement. Grace in victory and defeat.”


			To say I’m not in the mood for her fucking wisdom doesn’t say it, but Eden pulls my arm to help me up. The ref tows me to the center of the octagon by my wrist. I want to yank it away as if that’ll change anything. The announcer recounts what everyone just saw.


			“After two minutes and twenty-four seconds of the second round, your winner by submission, Tabby, the Alley Cat, Santos!”


			The ref raises her hand. Drops my wrist. I head for the cage door and hear Tabby telling her coach the fight was “no problem.”


			“Oh, fuck you,” I say as I go down the steps. I see Tabby’s family hugging as I pass the seating area, and I think they should fuck themselves too even though I know that’s not reasonable.


			I don’t even realize Eden is right on my heels until I get backstage and try to rip my glove off so hard I turn into her, but she doesn’t seem surprised by the outburst.


			“Okay,” she says. “I’ll get them.”


			“I got it,” I snap, but she goes to her bag and fishes out scissors anyway. I rip the gloves off but am trapped in the tape. Eden watches me struggle, and it feels good to yank on the tape with all my strength even though it’s only less likely to tear now that I’ve bunched it up. My body is screaming at me for asking any more of it, and I finally stop and hold my hands out for her. She doesn’t move until I look up.


			“It’s going to be okay,” she says. “I know it feels like—”


			“You have no idea what this feels like,” I snap. “You were undefeated. You never lost and you really never got fucking humiliated and thrown around like a fucking crash test dummy.”


			“You think I’ve never lost a fight?”


			“Not like that. Not that badly. Not in the UFC. Not on TV. Not when it was deciding whether or not you have a future.”


			“This is not the end, Laila. It’s one fight. I know it’s a big one, and I know this sucks, but you will get another opportunity if you take this and learn from it and come back strong.”


			“Why didn’t you just tell me I don’t have it? How could you send me out there just to get smashed like that?”


			She pulls back like I smacked her.


			“I wouldn’t do that,” she says. “You do have it. Laila, you cannot let one loss make you doubt everything. You have to be stronger than that.”


			“You think I don’t see the difference between me and everyone else in your gym? You think I don’t know I’m the weak link? Your little nobody stray you have to humor because I stumbled in the gym before it was what it is now?”


			“That is not true,” Eden says.


			“Oh please, you can barely get it out.”


			She reaches for my shoulder, but I swat her hand away. I can’t look at her. I can’t stand her. She let me believe I could do this. She’s a former champ. She knows exactly what it takes. There’s no way she didn’t know I’m not at this level.


			All the doubts I’ve tried so hard to silence over the years wash me away in a flood of shame. Ten years of training under the best in the world made me a better fighter than all the shitbags on my block. Good enough to not sweat a scuffle at a concert or pry Vic off me when her play fights turn too real. It made me good enough to win five amateur fights with people who just wanted to say they’d done it once and even two regional pro fights. She made me good enough to think I could overcome not being a natural, but that’s not true.


			Ten years of the best training in the world just to be good enough to be spat out by the first person I come across with real talent. Everything I’ve tried to kill in myself, my smallness, my weakness, my unseriousness, my fear. It’s all alive and well and writing on the wall that I will never be elite. Eden should have just told me before I poured a decade of my life and all my hopes into it.


			I storm over to grab my bag and sling it over my shoulder, abandoning my need to get the tape and gauze off my hands. I go to pass her to leave, and she tries to stop me.


			“Laila, you can—”


			I push her. Hard. She steps back, stunned, but isn’t even close to falling over which just makes me madder. I push her again. Her eyes finally darken, and she tosses the scissors to the side. Something shadowy inside me shoots to attention with mischievous joy, and I raise my hands to push her a third time even though I know she could annihilate me. I think I want her to annihilate me.


			But she just grabs my wrists with maddening restraint and speaks in a low voice.


			“Oh, now you want to fight?” Her eyes burn into me, and she slings my arms away. I push past her and kick the back door open.


			There. It’s all destroyed now.


			











    

            Chapter Five








			The screaming crowd is so loud in my head that coming back to the silence of my living room is a hollow piece of death. The muffle of my roommate’s TV and an occasional passing car confirm life continues around me, but I’m a set boulder in a river.


			Nothing like a silent room to show you how loud your mind is, and how many useless objects you’ve accumulated. Somehow on my lifepath I became the type of person to have a Samurai sword in the corner. It’s not even a corner that would make for a quick retrieval in an intruder situation, and it is neither sharp nor strong enough to cut a man down anyway. I haven’t touched it since I put it there three years ago to announce that this is the home of someone with ancient warrior wisdom both poetic and fearsome.


			My fraud couldn’t have spread far as people are more likely to interpret it as the memorabilia of a twenty-year-old dude who smokes too much weed than they are to mistake me for a Samurai.


			A pain shoots through my cheekbone and bores in between my eyes like it’s telling me to quit focusing. Just crawl back into the fuzzy numb crackle. I point my phone camera at myself. I look the same as I did yesterday. Dark blues under both eyes. Swollen. All the bruising and pain of a broken nose only it isn’t. Sanity might say that’s a good thing, but the way I see it, the least she could have done is broken it. Nothing more humiliating than being less injured than you thought.


			A burst of percussion erupts on the front door. Only Vic knocks like that. Only Vic comes by unannounced. She tries to come in, but it’s locked. There’s the thunk of the door stopping on the deadbolt and then the thunk of her body against it.


			“The fuck, let me in!”


			I strain against my stiff, angry muscles to stand and open the door. She grimaces when she sees my face.


			“Yikes.”


			“Fuck off.”


			“You fuck off, what am I supposed to say?” She squeezes around me to get inside. “Why are you trying to lock me out?”


			This is not a neighborhood where you keep your doors unlocked, but she’s also right I wasn’t hoping for company.


			“I’m recovering. Baths. Ice. Rest. It’s what you do.”


			“Fuck that, you need air. And life. Let’s go out. You want to dance?”


			“Vic, I can barely walk.”


			“Bullshit, I don’t see any crutches. You’re just sore. Let’s do something.”


			“Vic.”


			“Listen, you little shit, we’re not going to just stare at your wall and mope. It’s bad for you. We’re going out.”


			My cell vibrates, the loud rattle obscene across the cheap IKEA coffee table. I reach out to silence it when I see Eden’s name. Vic leans forward with interest and points at the screen.


			“What’s up with that? You’re not talking to coach lady? I thought she had you on a leash.”


			“Well, she doesn’t.”


			There’s an edge in my voice, but the way she leans back like I just threw a grenade is an overreaction.


			“Damn, you two got beef, huh?” she asks.


			“Is it a crime not to answer your phone?”


			“No, just not like you.”


			She slumps onto my couch, sinking into the deep cushions. She’s in baggy pants and a hoodie. Her hair is long and straight, mostly black with a few stripes of red. She has the cutest dimples that make her look sweet though she’s more often salty. She raises an eyebrow as a thought comes to her. “I thought you’d already be back in the gym honestly.”


			“It’s been three days.”


			“Exactly.”


			“What do you want me to say, Vic?”


			“The truth. There’s some word around town.”


			She grabs the bag of pistachios from the coffee table and dumps a handful of the most expensive snack I own into her palm.


			“What kind of word?”


			“That there’s beef in the air.” There’s pistachio in the air the way she’s talking with her mouth full.


			“What are you getting at?”


			“I want to take you to the Yard tonight.”


			I fall onto the couch beside her. My muscles are on fire. Tender and warm. My quads feel like they’ve been through a cheese grater, and my arms feel like they’ll rip off my body under their own weight.


			“There is no way in hell I’m dancing tonight, Vic. You don’t understand.”


			“Please, like I’ve never woken up after a fight. And the Yard isn’t for dancing. You’ll like it.”


			“What is it?”


			“Fights.”


			“What do you mean fights?”


			“Underground. Remember a while back I told you I was going to take a neighborhood fight?”


			I glance over. My traps are so tight I almost think my neck won’t even do it, but it does.


			“Yeah, but nothing ever came of it. That kind of thing always falls apart.”


			“Not Harlow’s things.”


			“Who is this Harlow person you’re suddenly such good friends with?”


			“It’s not sudden. It’s just a different circles thing.”


			I don’t think of myself as a possessive friend. I assume Vic is at the center of many a circle given her pervasive restlessness. It’s for the best she pursues her more mischievous urges with other people. Yet I do find I have some distaste for this Harlow. Why the mystery? Why have I never been invited, never even heard of her? Is that even a real name? If there’s any circle I should be part of, it’s the fighting circle. Why have I been excluded?


			“Not tonight,” I say. “Another time.”


			“Tonight.”


			“I’m dead.”


			“You’re not. You’re pouting. Take your ass back to the gym and make up with Eden or come to the Yard with me, but this hiding in your cave shit has to go.”


			“You’re not my fucking boss, you know?”


			“Maybe I should be. I told you not to have that stupid party. Now look at you.”


			“This is not because of the party.”


			“Tell yourself what you need to, just put your shoes on. We’re going to watch some fights. Maybe it’ll remind you you’re not the first person to get cracked and you can stop whining.”


			“Fuck you,” I say it slow to drive the point home.


			“Come on, tough guy, stand up and say that to me.” She jumps up and boxes the air. She looks playful, but I know from experience she’s got about five seconds of that in her before she gets competitive, and I don’t even want to play fight right now.


			“Come on, don’t be a wet mop,” she says. “Your nose isn’t even crooked. You’re still pretty. What else do you want? Let’s go have some drinks and watch other people scrap for once. You can cry later. It’s even more pathetic in the dark.”


			“You are such an ass. And what do you even mean underground fights anyway?”


			She smiles as she grabs my shoes from the corner and throws them at me. Moving my arm fast enough to catch them shoots a loud pang of tenderness through me.


			“See? You’re curious. Shoes on. I’ll show you. I’ll even get an Uber so you don’t have to walk, Princess.”


			“Will there be blood?”


			“Oh yes.”


			I slip my shoes on, and she flashes rock horns at me. Getting in the low-ride Uber car involves more or less collapsing, but she actually holds my arm and tries to help me. The drive is less than ten minutes before the car slows and Vic says to jump out. Whatever this is, it was right under my nose.


			The block is residential. Nothing resembling a venue, and I would argue nothing resembling a real home though there’s plenty of life around. People walk down the street like it’s not meant for cars, drinking and smoking and laughing. It’s like a world apart with a sense that help couldn’t get to you if you needed it. I hook Vic’s arm.


			“Is this legal?”


			She laughs and repeats the word, “Underground.”


			It’s not the answer she’s pretending it is, so I simplify. “What are the chances we get arrested tonight?”


			“Laila, when has going to jail ever been my way of cheering you up?”


			She’s never called it fun, but it wouldn’t be the first time she went to jail. “This looks sketchy.”


			“Look, it’s invite-only, and these are not sloppy people. You’d never heard of it, had you?”


			I shake my head.


			“See? It’s cool. It’s a real professional operation, just underground. So you know the first rule.”


			I roll my eyes at the Fight Club reference and don’t bother reminding her the rules of Fight Club were created to be broken by anarchistic maniacs.


			I follow her down an alley that is the exact kind of place you grow up being told to never go. She sweeps her arm through overgrown bushes next to a garage door that’s missing a panel.


			I climb over the thorny brush vowing to never place this kind of trust in her again. “This is so busted.”


			“Really don’t know what you thought underground meant.”


			When we emerge from the brush, she turns onto a back porch that is made of a couple sheets of stained plywood. A guy in all black greets her with a clipboard. I’d say he looks like a bouncer except he’s too small for the stereotype. Five foot five, a hundred twenty-five pounds after a few cheeseburgers. His lumpy cauliflower ear suggests he can likely handle himself just the same.


			“Vic and a guest,” she says.


			He scans his clipboard.


			“I have you. No guest.”


			“I know, but she’s cool.”


			He tilts his head as if to say she knows better.


			“Hey, I fight here,” she says. “I’m allowed to bring a guest.”


			“You get one guest on nights you fight, with notice. Not anyone any time.” He glances at me as if to say it’s nothing personal, but also that he couldn’t care less if he ruins my night. I’m not sure I care either at the moment. This place looks like a crime scene, and it hasn’t even started yet.


			“Harlow will clear it,” Vic says.


			“Will I?”


			The voice comes from the other side of a screen window inside a structure you could probably have called a house once. I’d kind of assumed the trek around back was due to a structural instability in the building itself, but this daring soul is inside, and it’s too dark in there to see her.


			“Hey!” Vic says. “Got a fresh one for you. Laila Moretti.”


			I feel like I hear footsteps for a year even though the walk from the window to the door can’t be more than five feet. The sliding door scrapes across the track. and for someone with no expectations I am locked with surprise.


			Harlow steps outside with the ease and presence of someone in charge. Long blond hair frames her face and intense, bright eyes scrutinize me with penetrating efficiency. Her body is strong and athletic, and she moves it with the same casual authority that took over this situation.


			“Laila Moretti,” she says. “A little far from home, aren’t you?”


			It’s been a long time since I was asked what I was doing on the wrong block, which would be unsettling except I actually am very much in my neighborhood. Yet, somehow, I know that’s not what she means.


			“Things aren’t great in Wonderland right now,” Vic says. “Just showing her what’s out there.”


			Harlow appraises me again, a smile playing at her barely parted lips. My skin tingles as I remember the bruises and swelling under my eyes. I wouldn’t mind not resembling Quasimodo if she’s going to insist on looking at me like that.


			“Rough fight,” she finally says. My ears burn. Of course she watched. Who didn’t.


			“Not my best night.”


			“I hope not.”


			“Look, I’ll just go,” I say.


			Vic grabs my arm and holds me in place. “Come on, we just want to watch the fights, Harlow. She’s cool, I promise.”


			“It’s fine,” I say. “They don’t want me here. I’ll go.”


			“You can watch,” Harlow says. “Just as long as we’re crystal clear. No videos, no pictures, no running your mouth to anyone, and I am not recruiting you.”


			Why the fuck was that last comment necessary?


			“Please, you would be so lucky,” I snap.


			“Would I?” Harlow’s smile takes over her face, and even though it’s beautiful it makes her look more intimidating rather than less. I bolster my resolve and nod with more than a little attitude.


			“I’m a pro. I just fought for the UFC. I don’t need your little sideways comments just because I had a rough night. If I did want to fight for you, you’d be stupid to say no, and you know it.”


			“It’s not a crime to be outmatched, Moretti, but my people go down swinging.”


			“Your people are a bunch of gutter scrappers passing the time while they’re out on bail.”


			“Hey!”


			“Not you,” I shoot at Vic, but really that’s not a terrible description of her.


			Harlow smirks. Something about it is maddeningly authentic. Like she actually is untouchable. “You’re pretty trigger happy on the talk, aren’t you?”


			“Come on, guys,” Vic says. “She’s obviously not trying to fight tonight. We just came to have a good time and watch.”


			“Go on and watch.” Harlow tilts her head toward the yard. I hate that she pulls off that attitude so well, like her face is built for it. Probably one of those faces that looks good no matter what. Some people can do that. No makeup, silly face pictures, snort laughter, cussing someone out, always hot no matter what. Meanwhile I can manage to look like a dork in high-end lingerie.


			Vic pulls me from where I’m planted resenting Harlow her ability to pull off lingerie, which is neither proven nor my business.


			“Oh, and, Moretti,” Harlow says. “If you’re going to call them gutter scrappers to their faces, you’ll want to watch your ears. There’s a bite bonus tonight.”


			She disappears back into the shack of a house before I can decipher what she means.


			“Come on, we already missed the first round while you two were measuring your dicks.”


			“Did she say bite bonus?”


			“It’s over here.”


			Vic yanks me toward the gathered crowd in the middle of the expanse of untended earth. They’re pressed up to a chain link fence that has been shaped into a loose interpretation of a circle, their bodies swaying to the beat of scattered jeers. I have to watch the ground we’re crossing or risk peril, the least of which would be twisting an ankle in a hole, but more likely cutting myself on some rusting piece of debris.


			When we reach the fence, I realize two things. One, there are two behemoth men inside that fence throwing meaty fists at each other’s thick skulls, knuckles wrapped in just one layer of gauze splotched with red. Two, the people around the fence are not only gathered against it—they’re holding it in place manually.


			Vic squeezes into a space, pulling me with her. The man on her left knows her, nods at her arrival and angles his body so we can fit, but neither of them bother with pleasantries before shouting into the ring. Circle? Fence? Whatever they call it, it offers no protection. The ground is dirt pocked with clumps of growth. The chain link, aside from not being secured, has no padding on the beams. The size of the circle is whatever the audience morphs it into as they sway and yell. Curiosity shoots through me as I process the rawness of what’s happening.


			The bloodier fighter must be six four. A bald, translucent white, tattooed Goliath without expression. He lunges at the other man, still an easy six two but fatter with a hairy chest and a twisted, ripped scowl. Their chests slam together as the bald one locks his enormous hands onto the other’s neck and slings him into the fence. The impact knocks me stumbling backward. My body protests the forced effort to keep my feet, but my soul comes alive. I’m both amazed the others held it in place and certain they wouldn’t be able to if these monsters crashed into it hard enough. Vic waves at me to come back.


			“You’ll get used to it. You have to brace for it.”


			“Can they really bite?” I scream over the chanting voices.


			“What?”


			Before I can ask again, the bald Viking starts pounding his grounded opponent, who raises a pathetic arm to guard himself. He scrapes on his back toward the middle of the ring, but the behemoth drops his knee on the man’s face, driving down to hold him still by his face and beating his stomach. The man’s legs flail, but he’s fastened to the earth under two hundred sixty pounds of mean. The hairy man on bottom tries to wrench his assailant’s foot the wrong way, but big boy lifts up, then slams his knee down again on the man’s face. A river of blood flows from under his knee.


			I press against the fence, my heart pounding as I take in the scene. This is the truest version of fighting I’ve ever witnessed. MMA sacrifices pieces of reality to the sanity of basic safeguards and the street loses integrity to the chaos of panicked intervening friends and surprise weapons. But this. This is a fight, in all its bloody chaos, with all its animal urges accounted for.


			The Viking postures up and lifts his foot to stomp, and the man on bottom yells “tap,” pounding the ground for good measure before the shoe can land. The victor lifts both arms over his head and screams a guttural roar.
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