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VIII. Here We Go Again

I woke to several annoying things. #1, the couch cushion was stuck to my open mouth by a large puddle of mostly dried drool. And #2, I had the absolute worst I-have-to-pee-but-I'm-too-hard-to-do-so morning wood.

I rolled over on my back, wiping my disgusting mouth. Sighed as I adjusted my Johnson to a less painful position. Rubbed my eyes. The smell of Blondie's shampoo made me look up. She stood over me, arms folded under her boobies, two perfectly shaped love puppies. I zeroed in on her red shirt. TRUST ME was printed on the front in white block letters between two white hands pointing thumbs at her.

“Get up, Babe,” she sing-songed. “We have to meet everyone at the gym.”

“Mmm-arck,” I replied, sitting up. Put my bare feet on the floor, gripping the carpet with my toes. I didn't remember falling asleep on the couch (#3). I looked over at the water bong sitting on the end table. I may have overdone it…

I wasn't used to this new condo yet, even though we've been here for two months. We had to move after that shit went down at the garage. Talk about inconvenient. Our rent was free at our old place, courtesy of a landlord that had benefited greatly from our help in the past (We had persuaded the public works director to install new power poles and sewage lines for the entire apartment complex. And by persuaded I mean threatened his corrupt life with a large alligator). We had to pay full price for this place, something I haven't done, well, uh, since I started remembering things, apparently.

I leaned my head back, frowning at the thought. Not like we can't afford it… Bluh! But banks… Suffering through all kinds of unnecessary social intercourse. Those greasy bankers are worse than loan sharks… Loan sharks might break your thumbs for late payments. Those will heal. Bankers will evict you… What an evil sounding word… I would respect them more-

“Raz! Get up!”

My eyes sprang open. I had dozed off. Damn (#4!). Well this won't do. We had business to take care of. “Sorry, babe. I'm up. For real this time.”

“Yeah. For real. Here.” She dug in her pocket, some cute short white shorts, and produced a small Ziploc with a couple dozen dark brown/light brown capsules in it. 20 mg Dexedrine. She handed me two of them and said, “I already took mine.” She ran her fingers through my hair, leaned over and kissed my forehead. Walked into the kitchen.

We were on what we called “Coke Break” for another month. So if we wanted to speed it had to be on something less detrimental to the body. Which means pharmaceuticals. Dexedrine was my preference. Though Adderall will do the trick just as well. I tossed them into the back of my throat and swallowed with a glob of spit. “Come on amphetamines. Brighten my day.”

I stood and looked around. Pointed to the hallway. “Toilet. Shower. Right.” Definitely toked too much. I groaned in thought, staggering around the couch and table. We didn't have all our paintings hung yet, and the walls were naked white, making the living and dining rooms seem even more spacious. The hallway was a bland tunnel, the lack of detail the only thing my foggy head sensed as I floated into the bathroom.

By the time I got out of the shower I felt the piquing of the drug. My eyes were slightly wider, body buzzing with euphoric alertness. Charged. I dried off, swiped on some deodorant, some product for my air, which was long enough to touch my eyes now. I shaved, trimmed my 'stache, put on white boxer-briefs and black Diesel jeans. A gray tee. Sheathed my razor on my lower back. Black belt. Black Rockports.

Good to go.

“Bitch.”

Blondie stood in front of the stove when I walked into the kitchen, working a skillet. The omelet was huge, eggs sizzling with mushrooms, bell peppers, onions and cheese. Tomatoes. She turned the burner off, grabbed a spatula, cut the meal in portions - a third for her, two-thirds for moi – and loaded it onto blue and white ceramic plates. Handed one to me.

“Good morning,” she purred, then kissed me. Handed me an orange and a fork.

I smiled thanks, gave her rump a good morning slap and sat next to her on a stool behind our island counter. Set my plate down. We sipped milk and just took our time savoring the omelet while looking at the waves curling on the beach through the window behind the sink. Oak trees swayed in the median of the busy highway between our condo and the sea wall. We ate together most mornings, and nearly every night, enjoying the quiet comfort of each other's company.

We were able to get our vehicles from the garage, and later, open it for business again, after talking to the Hancock county Sheriff's detectives, convincing them we had nothing to do with the gang fight that had taken place there. 211? OBG? Who are they? No sir, we didn't know six Asian gangsters had been shot by a high-powered rifle. Oh my God! Where they killed? No? Well, thank the Lord!

I didn't particularly care for Gulfport, but in Harrison County the Coast was the same whether you were in G-Town or B-Town. One casino or condo looked like the rest. The simplicity and familiarity were comforting. I could live here, no problem.

I walked into the parking area under the building, putting on my jacket. Climbed onto the Suzuki. Lifted my helmet off the handlebars, silently cursing myself for having left it outside overnight. No more bong hits for a while… I looked down the highway at a Regions Bank. The sign outside said, TODAY IS SEPTEMBER 8, 2014. TEMP 52°F.

The ceaseless wind coming off the water made it feel unseasonably colder. I'd rather ride in the Ford with my girl. But here I sit, genius that I am, on a motorcycle, about to freeze myself retarded on the highway because I lost a bet to Blondie. I swear, I am a stubborn MFer. I couldn't let it go. I just had to bet she couldn't best me.

The day we moved in here we found a bow and arrow in a box from storage. A 55 lb. compound bow. And, literally, one arrow. We were both damn good with it, though hadn't practiced in a few years. But who was better? A not-so-friendly wager motivated us to find out: Loser had to freeze their balls or boobies on 'Zuki for the entire winter.

We set up a paper target in the living room, a piece of cardboard with a Sharpie bull's eye, a thick pillow behind it. It held up for all twenty shots we thudded into it. Best out of ten won. With great effort – focused breathing – I got eight bulls eyes. She got nine. Easily.

You got hustled, my subconscious chuckled.

Maybe, I replied, shivering from a gust of cold, salty wind. I straddle the Hayabusa. Keyed the ignition and thumbed the starter. Voom! 'Zuki greeted me. The Yoshimira racing pipes were especially loud when cold. I left the choke on, allowing the two hundred horses to warm their legs.

Blondie walked past me, obviously suppressing a smile. I frowned at her pert walk. Checked out her goods. She had changed into black tights and red Puma cross trainers, shoes that matched her TRUST ME tee and gym bag slung over her shoulder. Needless to say, the tights held my attention. And she knew it, the vixen.

Blondie stopped next to her truck, weight on one foot. She flipped hair off her shoulders, stuck a scrunchie in her mouth and pulled her golden locks into a loose ponytail. Wound the scrunchie around it. She unzipped the gym bag and took her keys out. Shifted her weight, unlocked the door. Without looking at me she said, “I hope staring at my ass gets you warm enough for the ride.” Then climbed into the driver's seat. Shut the door.

I couldn't come up with a response before she deafened me with the 429's Flowmaster bellow. I put my helmet on and turned the choke off, tapped my machine in gear, foot stiff, calf still healing. Idled out onto the avenue and braked, facing Highway 90. Blondie backed out, turned and lined up next to me and rolled down the passenger window. The Ford's fresh coat of deep purple had been wet sanded and buffed to a mirror finish, reflecting the Hayabusa, the rider in black. She grinned at me, then held her hands up in front of a dash vent and sighed theatrically. Rolled up the window.

We were still in the process of breaking in our neighbors. You know, marking our territory. Our morning tradition was my favorite part of the day. We revved our combined 800 hp, then, like one mind we engaged our clutches and gunned the throttles. The earth quaking roar and smoldering black marks we left behind were sooo let-me-hit-it-doggy exhilarating.

Highway 49 was only a short jaunt up the beach. We hung a right there and weaved through ridiculous traffic, spotted the gym and turned into the drive. Shocker's El Camino and Ace's Scion blinged cleanly in the parking slots out front, among about fifteen other vehicles. We parked and went inside.

My hands and face began to defrost as I soaked up the exercise-heated air. I rubbed my fingers, turned baleful eyes on Blondie. She bobbed her head to the music pervading the wide room of exercise machines. Too Close by Alex Clare provided motivation for the early morning gym rats. Weight machines and barbells tinked and clanked. Treadmills hummed, footsteps thumping conveyor belts. Men and women grunted and breathed heavily. It felt like home.

Blondie took my hand and led me through the maze of equipment. She said hello to the muscle head that stood behind a tall counter sipping a protein shake while talking on the phone. Doug was immense, with a shaved head and too much spray tan. He looked at me and didn't blink, continued talking as if I didn't exist. His eyes moved to the blonde goddess in tights and his mouth snapped shut, teeth clicking, eyebrows racing to his hairline. He straightened to make sure she noticed his size, grinning, waved his shake. His eyes followed her ass as we walked past him into the back room.

“Come on! Move your butts!” Shocker yelled from the corner of the boxing ring. She saw us, glared Hello, and looked at the stopwatch in her hand. “Time!” she told the guys in the ring, two black teenagers that were soaked and gasping for air, barely able to stand after the pace the girl-beast had set for them. “To your corners, guys. You have one more round,” she growled, reminiscent of our old coach.

They nodded to her, walked to their corners, sucking in deep breaths as if they were about to die. Stools had been placed in their corners by fellow boxers, a Mexican and white dude waiting their turn to spar. The exhausted fighters sat and peered out of their headgear to see who was watching their performance. About a dozen people were in the room. Mostly guys. Three girls, including Shocker and Blondie. Jump ropes whirled like whips and heavy bags boomed like bass tubes. Several people seemed more focused on Shocker than on their own workouts. She had the coaching thing down pat, which was uncommon; talented boxers usually don't make good coaches. This girl's confidence and look radiated Alpha Bitch in an intense way. And she pulled it off while looking great.

The fighters in the ring saw Blondie at the same time. She was facing away from them, stretching while talking to Bobby and Ace, her statuesque bod riveting their attention-and one by one the attention of all the men. Those not paying attention to Shocker's commanding presence had taken acute interest in my girl's twisting, bending form.

Shocker glared at her trainees, turned to see what had captivated them. She looked to see how I was taking it. I shrugged, Comes with the territory, and we laughed together.

She yelled to my girl, “Hey Blondie! You look like a naked black girl in those tights. How about standing ringside so my guys will double their effort?”

Blondie turned and waved at Shocker, still pointing her ass at the men. “Nah, there's enough testosterone in this joint already. Let's not stir up any more. We may have to hurt these guys.”

The third girl, an early twenties brunette with a coltish build, flexed her arms and mugged Bring 'em on! while everyone in the room laughed. Some of the men held their hands up in surrender.

Shocker called time and coached her boys' final round. I grabbed Blondie's gym bag and went into the men's room to change. Shorts and tank top, both gray. Some old Grant boxing boots that came up mid-shin. White with red soles and laces. Put the bag in a locker with my clothes and went to take care of business.

Bobby was working with Ace in front of a wall of mirrors. They both wore black warm up pants and blue camouflage tees, matching Shocker's outfit. What's up with the exercise uniform? Bobby stood behind the geek and coached him on proper form with dumbbells. Ace banged out some lateral raises, teeth gnashed, shoulders burning, Big Swoll spotting his last three reps. Ace gasped in relief, dropping the weights on the rubber mat. “Fried circuits!” he cursed, grabbing his shoulders.

Blondie was shadowboxing a few feet away, watching herself in the mirrors, aware of all the eyes in the background and loving the attention. I stepped beside her and launched into a series of jabs to stretch my arms and torso, then proceeded to beat the crap out of my reflection.

I didn't particularly care for shadowboxing; it was sort of boring. But it was an essential exercise for all fighters. You had to do it if you wanted to maintain fundamental skills and rhythm. Eddy was a stickler for it. He used to tell his boxers, “If you don't do anything else, run and shadowbox.” He preferred for us to shadowbox before and after a grueling workout, whether we were training for a fight or not. The discipline sticks to you after so many years. Every morning, six days a week, I run and box my shadow. Usually as a warm up, though sometimes it's all I do.

My reflection was fast. I stepped up the pace and matched him blow for blow, stepping with every punch, weight in the center, then over my front foot as I shifted out to jab and hook. I mixed up the angles, pivoting left and jabbing, dipping down, double uppercutting the body. Pivoted right, throwing quick straight-rights and overhands. When I backed away from my reflection my hands were high, slapping down phantom punches, head weaving, slipping. I feinted jabs, throwing hard, fast straight-rights behind them. Then ripped combos to the head and body, over/under patterns that constantly changed so my opponent wouldn't know what to expect. Two to the head, one to the body. Three upstairs, two to the gut. Blazing jab to the face, powerful right to the belly, shoulders twisting explosively, legs thrusting me forward a split second before I tightened my fist against my shadow's form.

After about ten minutes I was breathing hard, sweat running down my sides, sufficiently warmed up. I stopped and bounced on my toes, conscious of the uncomfortable burn and tug in my left calf, which wasn't anywhere near 100% yet. I think some nerves had been damaged. Injuries like this take a very long time to heal, if they ever do. The neural connections have to find new pathways between brain and muscle. Good thing it's not my right calf, I thought. I fight off my back foot. A weak back foot is devastating to a boxer.

Blondie grunted out one last quick combo, stopped and grabbed a jump rope. Without break she began hopping foot to foot, spinning the plastic beads impressively, blue and white blur whistling over her head and under her toes with perfect timing and expert eye-hand-feet coordination. The mirrors showed her long ponytail flopping behind a determined face, breath rhythmic, boobies bouncing deliciously. She stepped around quickly, lithely, showing off moves she learned at dance clubs. Her effortless grace combined with her curvaceous form was intoxicating.

“Keep staring like that and Bobby might have to catch you again,” the Shocker said, suddenly at my side. I looked at her. She punched me in the shoulder. “Come on, stud. You said you were working today.”

“I am,” I said, reluctantly dragging my gaze away from the sweaty goddess. “Working” meant sparring in boxing-ese. We walked toward the ring, passing Big Swoll and Ace. They were still slinging the dumbbells. One-arm rows. Great mass builders. Bobby's freakish forearms bulged, his left noticeably smaller, a result of the fractured radius he got catching my unconscious body.

I couldn't believe I passed out while repelling down the garage. I fell like twenty feet. For once I'm glad Blondie didn't listen to me and waited instead of leading everyone to our emergency rendezvous. They saw me fall. Big Swoll was close enough and strong enough to catch me. Likely saved my life. For sure he saved me from future wheelchair races.

I felt uncomfortable around him now. Not just because I felt indebted for my spine, but because he had to pull out of the bodybuilding contest he trained so hard for. And look at his arm. It was just now able to hold weight again. The old me wouldn't have given it any thought. Keep thinking like a lame and the girl-beast is going to tie you into a gay bow…

“Let's work,” I said to the boxing legend. I began visualizing us already fighting, prepping my cortex, taking slow deep breaths to influx my muscles with oxygen. The drug came on hard, sharpening my senses to a laser fine precision. I ducked under the ropes, stepped into the battle zone.

“Biatch!” she taunted, throwing her signature blurring combo. Her hands had tracers as she gave me an exaggerated angry face. She nodded, That's what's up, and climbed up the steps, ducked under the ropes behind me.

Blondie and Ace took a break to attend to our gear. The red Ringside Products hand wraps went on quickly, Blondie's experienced fingers deftly winding the bone supporting material around my knuckles, through my fingers, compiling the last of it around my wrists. Ace was apparently a veteran of wrapping his wife's fists; he finished before Blondie.

Dude probably has a calculus formula for it, my subconscious chuckled.

Shocker and I stepped into jock pads that fitted thick foam over our clothes, the bands securing around our waists and legs, making my junk claustrophobic.

This shit again? My Johnson shifted in complaint.

Shocker's apprentices emerged from a gear room holding two sets of 10 oz. Ringside gloves, blue with Velcro wrist straps. They tossed them to Blondie and Ace. Our significant others put them on our hands, pulled the straps tight. I loved the feel of my bound, hard fists inside the light gloves.

Tools… I love my tools.

Next came the headgear, also blue, thick foam that encased our entire heads in protective cushion. The padding was low on the forehead and high on the cheeks, which limited peripheral vision but prevented cuts. I couldn't stand headgear, and normally wouldn't wear it. But sparring with a master like Shocker made me swallow my pride and allow Blondie to stuff my arrogant head into its protection.

Blondie gave me a good luck pinch on the nose. It hurt badly – my eyes watered. She put my mouth guard in. Stepped out of the ring in “my” corner. I looked across the twenty foot square circle and saw Ace put his girl's guard in. He ducked under the ropes, stood behind the corner post and held up his stopwatch, fiddling with the buttons. The girl-beast bounced on her toes, shaking her arms out. I did the same, taking deep breaths to quell the jitters in my stomach. Why am I so nervous?

Because this girl could very well hand you your ass, some prick's voice said.

Shocker glanced at her trainees. They watched her with pure adoration. They would absolutely shit their shorts if they knew who she really was. She pumped a glove at them, Watch and see how it's done, boys, then yelled at me, “Hundred and ten percent, Mister President! We have to set the bar for these guys.”

“Ten percent body, one-hundred percent brain,” I replied.

She looked at the four young men standing ringside. “Remember what I told you about boxing being more mental than physical?” They acknowledged. “What you'll witness here is that I won't be able to out punch this guy.” She leaned over the top rope toward them and winked conspiratorially. “I'll have to out think him.”

Bobby's booming chuckle overrode the younger men's.

Uh-oh. She seemed mighty confident. This chick had years of experience fighting in the pros, on a world-class level. Her credentials were intimidating. Our previous match was a real fight, and it could be argued that she won. I'm five inches and forty pounds bigger than her. But she isn't human. I've lost fights before, and I'm not scared of her, exactly. I was only worried about the embarrassment of losing to…What? What is she to me? Hopefully I won't get slapped around too much before I can adjust to her game.

Ace looked at me. “You ready?” he said with an excited smile. I nodded. Shocker turned and blew him a kiss. He thumbed the watch. “Time!”

“Let's go Baby!” Blondie encouraged. “Work behind that jab! Keep her on the end!”

The part of my brain that maintained a constant sense for music alerted me to the commercial break ending on the radio. I brightened for a second, anticipating the motivational drive a good rock song usually evokes. But someone had changed the station. The elation came crashing down as Alicia Keys started her build up to This Girl Is On Fire.

As you know, I believe everything is better with a song that fits the setting. I like this song. But it fits her setting.

“Bitch,” I breathed, cursing the Odds.

As I feared, Shocker took heart from the jam, and with her gain came my loss-of testicles. They put on drag slicks and nitrogen raced into my stomach somewhere. I realized I was supposed to be watching her gloves and head, her “box,” focusing on her hands to react defensively, eyeing her head for offensive strategy. Her compression sleeve held my attention, however. It seemed to glow like iridescent scales in response to her energy. Exo-skin. The Shocker stepped in a circle ripping off jabs that looked like a blur of reptilian strikes. “I love this song,” she mumbled around her mouth guard, a pink horseshoe of rubber with tiny white lightning bolts for teeth.

She came out of nowhere. Pap-pap-pap-pap! Her speed was such that the combination resounded like a single blow. I snapped a right-hand, blinking as it sailed by her weaving head, eyes shutting tightly as she looped an uppercut under my arm, into my chin. “Mmm!” That was sneaky.

I pushed away so I could use my reach, attempt to keep the speed demon on the end of my punches, prevent her from darting to the inside. I feigned some jabs to see which way her head would jump, getting a sense of timing. Then faked again, throwing a hook where I thought her head would be. Bip! The fast light blow touched her headgear. The feeling of achievement was short-lived. She fired right back, popping me in the nose with an overhand counter. As I lifted my arms to push her away she was already under them, ripping loose a three piece to my stomach and ribs.

“Oof! Arrrmmm!” I said to her, spittle ejecting.

“Practicing your Vietnamese?” she queried breathlessly, banging her gloved fists off my arms, shoulders, not really trying to find an opening, just keeping something on me. “That was pretty good. It means 'Ow,' right?” She shoved away to recover.

I followed, smiling at her trash-talk. She earned the right, I conceded. Can't deny her that. I said, “Behind this frustrated, no-way-a-girl-is-getting-out-on-me face, I'm actually very impressed. I haven't seen combinations like yours in years.”

“What can I say?” She pivoted and faced Ace, put a glove on her hip. “I give good combo.”

He exhibited a lame blush. Bobby and Blondie voiced their pleasure, though the teenaged men reacted with stares and unintelligible mutters, infatuation locked into a higher gear. Shocker was putting on a show, and I felt cool for being a part of it.

Gay bow, my subconscious chuckled. Gay. Bow.

“This girl is on FIIIRRRE!” Alicia screamed beautifully, foreshadowing my opponent's next moves. I stretched my jab out in rapid succession, chasing her, seeking a range for my right-hand. She ducked, slipped, slapped down my gloves, having to really get busy under my assault. Exclamations from bystanders overwhelmed Blondie's and Ace's fostering from the corners.

Suddenly, she weaved and was under my arms, at my side, exploding off her back foot and banging a looping-right into my padded ear. She pulled the punch at the last instant, taking her time, letting me know she could have hurt me if she wanted to. She was toying with me, trying to get me irritated and out of rhythm. It's working, I thought, then complained, How can a girl move that fast??? It wasn't natural.

“Time!” Ace shouted, putting a stool down for his girl. She sat. He wiped her face with a towel and gave her some water while she pumped a glove at the applauding crowd.

“You have to change your style,” Blondie told me as I sat. She took out my mouth guard. Bottle fed me water loaded with epinephrine. “Don't go offensive like you usually do. Lay off the seek and destroy. Let her come to you and counter.”

“But that's her style,” I said.

She wiped my face with a thick beach towel. “It won't be if you do it too. Trust me.” I looked at the words on her shirt. She grinned. “If you wait, she'll go offensive. Hook her.”

She told me this with the conviction of feminine instinct, serious business. It sounded better than the confused no-plan that I had. “Bitch,” I agreed. I touched my gloves to her boobies, bumped them up, down, in the center. She swatted my head, climbed out of the ring with the stool and water.

We stood. Ace yelled time. We shuffled to the center of the blue mat and touched gloves. Round Two. We circled, sweat beading on our arms, faces. It sucked to be bested by a chick. It was a blow to my ego in the worst way. But being schooled by the Shocker wasn't completely unpleasant. It was actually fun, I realized. What I imagine being out-witted by a sister feels like. A charge of euphoric amphetamine power blasted through me, lifting my gloves.

Armed with Blondie's intuitive advice, I circled and feinted instead of launching at her with a mad dash of jabs. Patient chess player rather than blitzkrieg hothead.

Shocker looked from my gloves to my eyes, suspicion glaring. You can't fool me, her piercing gaze said. She stopped moving, then crouched with her gloves high, stepped toward me slowly. Stalking. Liquid ripples of muscle. A big cat getting closer to her prey before pouncing. Her explosive one-two started at her back foot, crouched legs springing like a catapult throwing its shot of fists right at me.

I had been waiting on her move, but was nearly too baffled by it to execute my own. I countered as soon as she lunged, shifting to my left, her gloves grazing my right cheek, throwing a left-hook that tagged her in the forehead pad. It was a game of Beat Her To The Punch.

Speed! Go! Go! Go!

I pivoted left, already throwing an uppercut. It brushed her nose, her uppercut brushing mine. I pivoted back right, feigned a right-hand, then pivoted slightly to the left while throwing a hook. It compressed into her cheek pad with a satisfying squish of air.

We backed off, recovering.

It was so focused on the girl-beast that I was late sensing the crowd around the ring. It was larger. News of our match had traveled into the other room. Seven or eight more people, including the spray tanned hulk Doug, were grouped together outside the ropes, opposite the trainees. They smiled broadly, some cheering the Shocker, whom they knew as Anastasia. Only Blondie cheered for me. A few watched in quiet amazement, having never witnessed human beings move as we did.

Shocker gave me a gloved salute, acknowledging me as the winner of that exchange, then shook the same glove with a different glint in her eyes. You got that one, but you won't get another.

We'll see about that, I mugged back.

Controlled ferocity. I lunged at her with hands blazing, throwing combinations at five punches per second. “Shoe shining,” as the old coaches call it. My light shots popped off her gloves, arms, slipping through her defense only once in twenty punches. She looked like a mongoose weaving away from a cobra, biding her time for the death blow. Damn she's slick…

I paused, guard up, sensing her imminent attack, poising for a counter. In the split second before she lunged I relaxed the tension in my shoulders and blanked my mind, trusting my much faster subconscious to sense her moves and respond. A blue tracer pumped at my head in a double jab. I moved quickly, though perceived it at a slower rate. I flowed backwards, skipping both feet at the same time, left glove slapping down her straight-right, arms and legs relaxed, eyes stretched wide to see everything at once. An ecstatic, rushing energy continued to flare through my stomach and limbs. I was in the zone. Ready to snuff her fire.

Her slow mo' punches drifted toward my face, ribs, easily blocked or slipped. She feinted a jab, and I intuitively knew she would throw a right-cross behind it. It propelled toward me with frustrated heat, and I briefly exulted in my ability to fluster the legend. Uh-huh, got her out of rhythm, motherfucker! As her punch reached the end of its range, an inch from my nose, I fired a right hand, following her retracting arm, glove thumping her forehead pad.

“Err-uh!” she snarled.

I didn't stop to pose. She was on me like a pimp beating a hooker. I ducked and caught her shots on my shoulders, arms, her onslaught so dynamic and surgical that I was forced to resort to desperate, unorthodox tactics to break her focus. “I'm sorry baby!” I screeched in a ghetto accent, a terrible imitation of a battered prostitute. “I won't do it again. I'll bring yo' ya money!”

She backed off, dropped her guard, threw her head back, gasping laughter. I turned and strutted along the ropes like I had on heels and a skirt, walking on tiptoes while pulling my shorts tight around my ass. I glanced fearfully over my shoulder at the wrathful pimp. She found her breath and joined the crowd's loud laughter.

“Time!” Ace giggled.

Shocker walked to her corner. Sat and gave a good humored glare. “You're an ass!” she shouted.

“Thanks for noticing.” I rubbed my glutes. Turned and showed her. “I do squats.” She threw her water bottle across the ring. I ducked right before it hit me in the face. The Evian beverage rebounded off the middle rope, water gushing everywhere.

Blondie wiped drops of water from her face. “Told you,” she said as I sat down.

“Yeah. It worked. Good coaching, Lean Meats.” I drank greedily from the bottle she put to my lips. “I'll have to start calling you Strategos.” She put my mouth guard in, and I lifted my gloves to touch her boobies. She knocked them down and hooked my headgear in one motion.

We bounced to the center, tapped gloves. It dawned on me we were going three minute rounds. Most females box two minute rounds, which is Blondie's preference. I recall several magazine articles that made the Shocker out to be a crusader, a pioneer for equal rights in the sport. Her efforts helped get women's boxing into the Olympics, and, if I remember correctly, she was one of the first women to have three minute rounds in a title fight.

Ask her later, my subconscious chimed in. You know, after you've bested her and got our mojo back.

If score cards were being kept, we'd be tied, each winning a round. I didn't plan on sparring all day. I was uncomfortably aware of her conditioning being superior to mine. She still trained like a pro athlete. If I challenged her to even a six rounder she'd wear me out down the stretch and show off. We'll make this the tie breaker, I decided judiciously.

“Last round?” I said.

“Sure. But if you make me look like an angry pimp again, I swear I'll tell everyone you whimpered like a sissy when Perry stitched your leg.”

“No I didn't!”

“Yes you did.”

“You just told everyone!”

“No I didn't.”

“Yes you did!”

Ace yelled time but we were laughing so much we could hardly get in motion. The crowd was certainly enjoying the show. Just when I was shaking off the humor and reapplying my game face, the tug in my calf morphed into a searing, tearing rip. I fell on my butt, leg in the air, whimpering like a sissy. “O wow ow!”

The girls were at my side instantly. Blondie looked at the scars on my leg acutely, rubbing around them with tenderness. It burned badly, inflammation beginning to show under her long slim fingers. Shocker looked me in the eyes, shaking her head with sympathy. She said, “The ligament wasn't ready for so much excitement yet. Too bad.” She leaned over and thumped a glove on my unprotected stomach.

“Armm-grrrr!” I sputtered, glaring.

Amused by my discomfort, she continued. “I would have dusted your squat-enhanced ass, you know that, right?” She stood and danced around in a circle, gloves above her head, a champion crowned. She threw a blazing combination. “This girl is on FIIRRRE!” she sang surprisingly well, gloves punching an azure blur.

“Wouldn't not,” I wheezed.

“Would have to ooo,” was her melodious response.

“Boss, you want me to carry him?” Amped from his workout, Bobby's voice rumbled louder than usual.

“Yes,” the girls said together, not trying to hide their eagerness to see me carried like a bitch. Blondie took my headgear off.

“No. What?! No. NO.” I shook her hands off. Grabbed a rope and pulled myself to my feet. Used my teeth to unstrap my gloves, mumbling, “My leg is fine. Just didn't warm it up enough.”

The girls just looked at me. Uh-huh, their lifted brows and twisted lips implied.

Son of a biker whore. I knew what the burning in my leg meant: I had torn something I really need, a tendon or ligament that had been holding on by a thread. I had a feeling I needed surgery, and cursed myself for stressing my calf. I knew better, but just couldn't show weakness in front of my crew. I looked down. “You sorry bitch,” I accused the injury. Then shrugged and forced the grimace off my face, let the pain become part of the high.

Blondie strained to pull the tight compression sleeve back over my lower leg, stood and patted my arm. Handed me the water bottle. Shocker strutted across the ring and gave her man a sweaty kiss, both of them sporting huge smiles. Ace climbed through the ropes, kissed her again, and walked over to me. Pointed at my leg. “I can make you a better sleeve for that.”

I looked at him hard. “No shit? EAP's like on her arm?” I glanced at shocker's arm sleeve.

He nodded. “I have a prototype ready to go, actually. My first leg piece.” He put a hand to his chin. “We'll have to fit it and run the Intuitive program, but that won't take long.”

He was being modest about it, though I knew it was a big deal. This tech won't be on the market for another decade. “So, what, I just walk around with it on?”

“Exactly. It will remember how you walk, run, jump - minutely - and will contract to assist those movements. It's controlled by a tiny processor with very sophisticated software.”

“You have an extra Power Felt top?”

He shook his head. “A top wouldn't be ergonomic for a leg sleeve. I made a pair of boxer-briefs, so the power wire stays short.” He looked at me. “They've been tested, so you may want to wash them.”

“Thanks for the heads up. How long until it learns my walk?” I limped over to the stairs. I had to find a chair and switch these wraps from my hands to my calf. I looked around and noticed the audience had lost interest and returned to their workouts.

Ace tuned out, as if studying equations on a spectral grease board. He blinked and caught up to me. “An hour and forty minutes.”

I smiled at him, Excellent.

* * *

“Oh my God. That's not true,” Blondie disagreed in a high tone.

“Yes it is,” Shocker insisted. She squirmed in the front passenger seat of the Scion, shooting frowns at the driver. Ace kept his eyes on the road and his smile to himself.

Blondie and I enjoyed the snug comfort of the tiny back seat. Or rather, I did. She couldn't run from me. The bombshell almost absently noticed my hand sneaking up her leg and pinched it to a halt, right as my fingers felt the heat coming of her blonde pubbies. She grabbed the perverted hand, replaced it on her knee, not even bothering herself with a glare for me. She was completely absorbed with debating her friend. “If three minute rounds are so much better, how come most female fighters still train and fight for two minutes?” she wanted to know.

Shocker twisted around, exasperated that someone would challenge her authority on the subject. “Because it would be more work for the same amount of money.”

“What???” My girl looked beyond cute when puzzled. I made her go through the sneak-pinch-replace hand thing again.

“If you had experienced promoters in the pros you'd know what I mean. Those guys suck. A promoter will not pay a girl more for a fight just because it has three minute rounds. Starting out, girls get two hundred dollars a round. A two minute round. If all of a sudden rounds were changed to three minutes, promoters are not going to offer three hundred a round. That's not going to happen.”

Blondie folded her arms, frowning. “So doesn't that support the argument for two minute rounds?”

Shocker let out a breath. Her passion for the subject was showing, an old wellspring of emotion that hasn't been tapped like this in a very long time. She put on a patient, experienced professor air. “No. The whole system needs to be revamped. I wish you could talk to some of the girls I know. In two thousand and six Layla McCarter was the first woman to have a title fight with three minute rounds.”

“She fought Belinda Laracuente,” Blondie said.

“Mmm-hmm.”

“I thought you were the first,” I said.

Shocker twisted again and gave me a curious glance. “Didn't figure you for a reader.”

I responded with a certain finger stuck up in front of an appropriate scowl.

She smiled, Kidding. “I was one of the first.” She looked at my girl. “In two thousand and seven Layla fought Donna Biggers in Vegas in the first women's bout scheduled for twelve three minute rounds. She is the pioneer. I jumped on the bandwagon because it was a chance to stick it to the promoters and get some girls on TV with bigger paydays.”

“What's the real advantage to three minutes versus two?” I said. “More time to set up shots?”

She nodded. Ace cursed traffic that surrounded us. It was just past sundown, sky dark overhead but brilliant with blues, greens and oranges to our right, colors brighter along the horizon lining the black Gulf. The confusing array of lights produced by rush hour traffic winked and glowed among numerous engines, rolling tires and occasional horn or booming stereo. Exhaust fumes seeped in through the cracked windows.

Shocker smiled at Ace's reference to burnt electronics, then looked back at us. “In two minutes it's hard to show off your skill as a boxer. You basically have to get out there and throw a bunch of punches to get points or a stoppage. Like in the amateurs. With three minutes women can show that they have skills equal to men.” She looked pointedly at me. “Or better…”

“Pfff,” I replied, making the girls chortle.

Shocker went on. “Two minute rounds disrupt the flow of fights. Trust me. When you get into a rhythm for three minute rounds you feel more like a pro.”

“But fewer and shorter rounds limit wear and tear on boxers, allowing us to fight more frequently.” Blondie rebutted. “And two minutes is a faster pace. Makes the fights more exciting.”

“That's a good argument, one many women are making,” Shocker acquiesced. “But it won't give us equal rights in the sport, or allow pure boxers the chance to get recognized. If we had true equality, maybe we'd have the opportunity to fight on HBO or Showtime and make half the cash men generate.”

Blondie nodded thoughtfully. I said, “Babe, cash wins any debate. Shocker: four. Blondie: three.” Ace chuckled with me until we were glared into silence.

Blondie's leg tensed under my hand. In a disturbingly quiet tone she asked me, “So you guys are keeping score on us?”

I looked into her gorgeous yes with a shit-eating grin. “Yes we are.”

“I, uh…” Ace muttered.

Shocker stared out the windshield and told her man, “Well then, you won't be keeping any scores when we get home tonight.”

Ace looked at me in the rear view mirror. It's possible I encouraged him with an Are You going To Take That? look. He glanced right and retorted, “That's okay. I have a new girlfriend on World of Warcraft.”

“I hope she's hot,” Shocker said. I could see her profile, lips trying to pucker back a grin. His attempts at humor would apparently disarm any trouble with his wife.

“She's a troll,” he said in his matter-of-fact manner.

I offered, “I'd hit that.”

Blondie smacked me. Shocker decided it was a good idea and smacked Ace. We rubbed our arms and grinned at our women, excited about wining our first Guys Vs. Girls match up. They grinned back, no doubt thinking they had won.

We turned off the highway, then onto Oak Street, cruising into the heart of Biloxi's east end. We arrived at our destination seconds later. The Buddhist temple was an unlikely evening spot for four young Caucasians, but we had an It's Cool pass because we were invited to a celebration here by Anh Long. And I mean a real celebration. The Autumn Festival is serious business to the Vietnamese. They went all out, with festive decorations and colorful dress, tables full of food, dancing. Contests. It was a huge family event, the “family” part having been stressed to me by both Blondie and Shocker, for whatever reason. I didn't care. I was attending to try my hand at dragon dancing. I had no exact idea what that entailed but it sounded like something I should have been doing all my life.

The boring-ass church next door needs to take note: the temple knows how to make religion fun.

The temple grounds were fenced in, front gate open in two places for driveways. Ace turned into the first one, piloting us through rows of cars in the parking area. It was packed. I noticed the vehicles were nearly all imports, in factory condition. The crowd would be mostly conservative Vietnamese, parents and grandparents, working-class folks and maybe a few retired gangsters. Lots of kids. Damn. Kids. Blondie will be oohing and ahing all night. Where the hell is Big Guns? We were supposed to meet up and burn one before making our entrance.

Ace found a space next to the only customized ride in the lot, a red Mitsubishi Evo. I looked the ride over, analytically, hoping its passengers would be cool enough to party with until Big Guns showed.

The driver is probably a fifteen year old dealer from the Royal Family, my ever-optimistic subconscious opined, jacked up on a fresh dose of Dexadrine. Ten to one he's one of the dragon dancers.

Ace shifted into PARK and killed the ignition. He and Shocker opened the doors, warm fresh air rushing past the front seats as they adjusted them so we could climb out. I watched my girl go first, lending a gentlemanly hand where I thought appropriate. She squealed and threatened me, squirmed away from my groping and stood on the pavement. Shook out her long locks. The parking lot lights made her snug fitting jacket shine expensively, crimson hide that looked nearly black. Her designer jeans were black and tight, showing off hell-fuck-yeah legs, long black-crimson boots ending just below her knees, heels knocking with authority. She took some things out of a scarlet handbag and pocketed them, tossed the bag in the back seat and closed the door. Looked around in a circle. “Where's Big G?”

I climbed out behind Ace. “Maybe he rode with someone else?” I speculated.

She shrugged, Oh well.

Ace closed the door, then checked out his girl while he played with his blonde spikes, getting them just right. His thermal blue long sleeve utility shirt went perfectly with the hybrid skinny jeans/cargo pants. Very techno nerd. He had gadgets of unknown design on his belt and leg pockets, arm pockets. A yellow light blinked next to his knee. Polished metal flashed at his waist and thighs.

What the fuck???

I looked over at Shocker. At first I had been surprised she wore the compression sleeve to this function. But after seeing Ace's ensemble I decided she had been extorted into going along with a cyborg geek couples matching scheme. She looked over the roof at him, scratching her bionic arm. She wore a different, far more stylish Power Felt top. It was white with one gray long sleeve, thick black stitching, the left sleeve missing. The silky, scale-like compression sleeve filled its place. There was a gap between the top and sleeve, wires and tan skin visible. Her shorts were mid-thigh, white, cargo pockets on each muscular leg fully utilized: they contained her brass knuckles. She patted her pockets absently, reassuring herself, a good mechanic never leaving home without her tools.

Shocker's hiking boots were white and gray, brushed leather, tall enough to emphasize calves that didn't need any help. Her over-developed gastrocs made a plain enough statement without accessorizing. I can beat you – and YOU – at anything, the freaky gorgeous things proclaimed loudly.

As long as Ace stands next to her no one will make fun of him, I predicted.

She noticed my look and gestured at herself. “Yeah it was his turn to win.” She shrugged. “It was either this or help him build a giant lantern that hovers.” She straightened her back and deepened her voice, mimicking her husband's one squinted eye. “The Autumn Festival is also called the Lantern Festival.”

“Not bad,” I said.

“Yeah. Lantern festival,” Ace said, completely missing the sarcasm. “Part of the celebration is a lighting of lanterns. They have a contest and write riddles on the paper lanterns.” He looked around at us. “You guys want to hear mine?”

I showed him an eager face and invited, “Tell me less.”

Blondie cut her eyes at me in disapproval, then looked at the geek. “Did you Google the Autumn Festival?”

“Binged it,” he replied. “What? You guys didn't?”

I turned my back to him and fought for control of my face.

Blondie told him, “We aren't on a job, honey.” She took a compact and tube of lipstick from her front pocket. Opened both. I could see her plump pink lips in the compact's mirror as she swiped on a quick touch up. “Besides, if we needed to know something about this party or the people here I wouldn't have to research it.” She pocketed her makeup.
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