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      For Craig DiLouie, the undisputed heavyweight champ of brainstorming friends, who spent two hours on the phone with me, getting me so pumped up about this book that I couldn’t wait to write it. You were right, brother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “A champion is someone who gets up when he can’t.” – Jack Dempsey 

        

        “Everybody has a plan until they get punched in the mouth.” – Mike Tyson

        

        “Beware of fat men with fast hands.” – Old boxing gym adage

        

        “Boxing is a sport of self-control. You must understand fear so you can manipulate it. Fear is like fire. You can make it work for you; it can warm you in the winter, cook your food when you’re hungry, give you light when you’re in the dark and produce energy. Let it go out of control and it can hurt you, even kill you… fear is a friend of exceptional people.” – Cus D’Amato
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      Johnny wasn’t looking to be a hero. He just wanted to take a leak and get back on the road.  

      But that’s the way life goes, right? One minute, you’re going about your business, driving on a deserted highway at two in the morning. Then you pull into a rest stop, the shit hits the fan, and the next thing you know, you’re a hero. 

      Trouble is, sometimes heroes get killed.   

      It all started a week earlier. Johnny was unwinding in his apartment after a hard day of laying brick when someone called HayHeyHey sent him a friend request. He clicked the profile and spent a few seconds ogling the drop-dead gorgeous pic the scammer calling himself HayHeyHey was using to rope in lonely morons. Johnny was just about to hit decline when he did a double take.  

      Aspects of the young woman’s face were familiar.  

      That dimple. That crooked smile.  

      Johnny stared a second longer and glanced again at the username. 

      No shit…  

      Growing up, he’d lived next door to Haylie May, a skinny tomboy who loved catching frogs and playing flashlight tag. They’d had a lot of fun together.

      Then, in middle school, Haylie moved away. They kept in touch for a couple of weeks. But like any self-respecting eleven-year-old boy, Johnny rolled with the punches, got back to catching frogs with his remaining friends, and mostly forgot about his skinny pal Haylie. 

      Until that moment ten years later when he’d almost deleted the friend request from HayHeyHey. 

      The girl in the pic was Haylie, his old frog-catching partner and flashlight tag nemesis. But she sure didn’t look like a tomboy now, especially in that tight white dress. Her waist remained tiny, but nobody would call her skinny, not with those curves.  

      Johnny hit accept, and fifteen seconds later, his inbox dinged.  

      HayHeyHey: Wanna go catch some frogs? 

      The dizzying week that followed started with messages, moved to texting, and bloomed into long phone conversations full of laughter, nostalgia, catching up, and some pretty heavy flirting. Haylie begged him to come and visit her three hundred and fifty miles away, where she was waiting tables in the Outer Banks.  

      She said he could stay at her apartment for the weekend, then added, “We can turn out all the lights and play flashlight tag.”    

      Johnny said he would be there when she got off shift at three in the morning.  

      When he was about an hour away from Haylie’s, he pulled into a rest stop for a much-needed piss.  

      The lot was empty save for a beat-up Crown Vic and a possum that caught one glimpse of Johnny and trundled away into the swampy tangle behind the building.  

      Maybe that possum was an omen.  

      If so, Johnny ignored him. Just like he ignored his mother’s advice. 

      Never drive on the highway alone at night, his mother had told him when they talked that afternoon. Mom was a worrier full of these weirdly specific, multi-faceted warnings that made her sound like an ancient Gypsy instead of a fifty-something dispatcher for a fuel company.  

      Don’t look up if you’re visiting a big city full of tourists.  

      Never trust an unfamiliar dog with a curly tail.  

      And whatever you do, never drive on the highway alone at night.  

      But Johnny ignored her.   

      In the last truly normal moment of his life, Johnny glanced up at the bright, buzzing sign overtop the facility entrance.  

      North Carolina Welcomes You!  

      A cloud of insects swarmed the sign, apparently unaware of the lizard stretched across the top, snagging bugs like a guy kicked back on his couch eating popcorn.  

      Another omen?  

      Maybe, maybe not. Johnny didn’t give it much thought.  

      Because that’s when the shouting started.  

      “Stop it, Floyd!” the woman hollered.  

      Heightened perception is one of the few advantages to growing up with an alcoholic father. From an early age, you stop relying solely on words and start putting more faith in things like facial expressions and tones of voice. 

      In this woman’s voice Johnny heard anger and fear and that chilling sound recognized instantly by any kid who grew up in a violent household: the quiver of pain in the voice of someone trying to disguise it. To anyone who knows it intimately, that quiver, even when whispered, is louder than a bloodcurdling scream.

      Floyd was hurting this woman. She wanted him to stop. And she knew that voicing her pain would only fuel Floyd’s cruelty. 

      Johnny had no intention of being a hero. But if he heard a woman in distress, he was going to help her. Period.  

      Trouble was, he had to piss. Really bad.  

      Delaying a long overdue leak is bad enough, but it’s even worse if you suddenly realize you might have to toss knuckles with some asshole named Floyd.  

      A man’s voice, kind of squeaky and mean, said, “Don’t you push me, you fucking bitch.” 

      The woman cried out in pain.  

      Johnny rushed inside, wishing he could call a piss-break timeout before getting down to business, but alas, life doesn’t work that way when you’re dealing with the Floyds of the world.  

      A man and woman wrestled awkwardly next to the vending machines, cursing at each other. She was pale and skinny with rust-colored cornrows and more tattoos than a biker bar on the Fourth of July.  

      Her dance partner, Floyd, had a face made for a mug shot. He was short and wiry with a shaved head, a salt-and-pepper goatee, and even more tattoos than his wrestling partner. Judging by the blue ink and sloppy work, he’d probably paid for his tats with jailhouse hooch.   

      They continued their sloppy, profane dance, completely aware of Johnny’s presence.  

      For a fleeting millisecond, Johnny weighed the chances of slipping unseen into the pisser and taking care of business before dealing with this shit show.

      But then Floyd drew back a hand and socked her. It wasn’t a punch, exactly. More of a meaty slap. But he caught her hard on the hinge of the jaw, and she dropped harder than a sack of QUIKRETE left in the rain.  

      “Hey!” Johnny boomed.  

      Johnny was a big guy, and he worked masonry, so he was in shape.  

      Floyd, on the other hand, looked around five-five and a buck-thirty, so Johnny figured once the guy laid eyes on him, he’d go all deer in the headlights.  

      Johnny figured wrong.  

      Floyd jerked around and fixed him with wide eyes. But not the wide eyes of a fear-struck doe or even a semi-ominous possum hightailing it for the weeds. More like the wide eyes of a rabid raccoon. Floyd’s upper lip curled, revealing a jack-o’-lantern smattering of cracked and jagged stubs, brown with rot.  

      Fuck, Johnny thought eloquently, realizing that the guy was A) a tweaked-out wingnut likely carrying more diseases than a feral cat, and B) almost certainly about to attack him.  

      Johnny wasn’t worried about getting his ass kicked. He’d grown up in Philly, after all, and being the youngest of six brothers is like being the smallest Neanderthal in the cave. Johnny knew how to take care of himself.  

      Which is why, when Floyd did charge, Johnny automatically dropped his right leg back and threw a quick left hook. It wasn’t a particularly hard shot, but Johnny had dynamite in both hands. The punch landed flush on the point of his attacker’s stubbly chin, and old Floyd went down in a boneless pantomime of his girlfriend or wife or whoever she was.  

      Johnny didn’t care about the particulars of their relationship status, honestly. He was just glad he’d stopped Floyd from beating on her.  

      Johnny would ask if she wanted him to call the cops—after he took a piss. The oh-shit portion of this situation was, for all intents and purposes, over.  

      Or so he thought.  

      Then the woman grabbed hold of the vending machine, pulled herself shakily to her feet, and shrieked at him like a banshee. “What did you do to Floyd, fart stick?” 

      Fart stick? Johnny thought, knocked off-balance by her weird-ass insult and shocking ingratitude, not to mention her absolutely mind-boggling defense of Floyd, who was currently snoring like a fat dog on a futon.  

      “Hey,” Johnny said. “It’s okay. He won’t hurt you anymore. I’ll call the cops, and—” 

      “Cops?” she said, and Johnny realized a few things. A) This woman wasn’t as old as he had thought; she was closer to eighteen than thirty, despite the bags under her eyes and streaks of gray in her hair, B) she had, along the unfortunate path to this strange moment, dropped more pills than a three-fingered pharmacist, and C) Johnny no longer gave a fuck about helping her.  

      Now, some of you knight-in-shining-armor types might take issue with that confession. But when was the last time you put off a much-needed piss to save a drug-addled crazy in cornrows from a potentially serious beating only to have her treat you like the bad guy?  

      “I hate cops!” she shrieked.  

      “Sorry to hear that,” Johnny said, edging toward the bathroom, “but I’m a brick—” 

      He’d meant to say, I’m a bricklayer, but the final word died in his throat when the wild-eyed woman yanked a snub-nosed revolver from her waistband, aimed it at Johnny’s chest, and screamed, “Die, pig!”  

      There was a bright flash, a tremendous roar, and Mike Tyson punched him right in the solar plexus.  

      Everything went away for a moment.  

      When Johnny came to, he was down on his back, half in the building, half out. He couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t even breathe.  

      Everything was a confusion of pain and paralysis.  

      Johnny was aware of the woman raving inside but couldn’t make sense of her shrieking. All he could do was lie there and stare up at the bright, buzzing sign crawling with insects. The lizard whipped out his tongue and hauled a swath of bugs into his mouth.  

      Good for you, buddy, Johnny thought. Good for you.  

      And then Johnny died.
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      “Congratulations,” a woman’s voice said. “You’re a hero.” 

      Johnny opened his eyes and squinted against the harsh glare of an overhead light.  

      A man’s voice spoke. “Bad news is you also expired. Hashtag frowny face.”  

      “What?” The pain was gone, but Johnny couldn’t move. Looking down, he realized he was strapped to a table.  

      What did this guy mean, expired? 

      Beneath the restraints, Johnny still wore a plain black t-shirt, cargo shorts, and running shoes.  

      But he saw no blood or bullet hole. No tubes, no wires, not so much as one of those little plastic hospital bracelets.  

      What was going on? 

      The blinding light clicked off, and a pudgy, bespectacled face fringed in coppery peach fuzz leaned over him, grinning. “Hi, I’m Paul. And this is my business associate, Annabelle.”  

      “Um… hey. I’m—” 

      “We know who you are, Johnny,” Paul said. He wore a rumpled green flannel over a dark green t-shirt. “You made the headlines.”  

      “National headlines,” Annabelle said, stepping into view. She had glasses, too, and wore a pink hoodie with an unfamiliar cartoon cat on the front. Her long blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail. 

      They both looked around Johnny’s age, maybe even younger. He seriously doubted they were doctors.  

      “That crazy stunt at the rest stop struck a chord with the masses,” Annabelle said.  

      Paul cleared his throat and fiddled with a tablet. “From the front page of USA TODAY: Tragedy on the Turnpike. John Jefferson Rockledge, 21, of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, lost his life in the early hours of Saturday morning after heroically attempting to—” 

      “Wait,” Johnny interrupted. “I’m dead?” 

      “Not exactly,” Paul said. “You were dead.” 

      “Well, technically,” Annabelle said, “he still is dead.” 

      “I don’t feel dead.” 

      “No,” she laughed. “You’re not dead here.” 

      “So… I’m dead someplace else?” 

      “Yes, you’re dead in another time flow.”   

      “Long dead,” Paul said. “But don’t worry about that. It’s complicated. Basically, it goes like this. We’re from the future.” 

      “The future…” Johnny trailed off, understanding these two were just as crazy as Floyd and the woman who’d shot him. Were they friends of theirs?  

      He tested his restraints. Unfortunately, he couldn’t even wiggle.  

      “Yes,” Annabelle said. “Despite what they told you back in 2019, time travel is possible. It’s a pain the ass, and don’t even get me started on the regulations, but it does work.”  

      Paul nodded. “Here’s the short of it, Johnny. Since you died, we were free to drop back along a parallel time-space spindle, swoop in, and save you at the last second.” 

      Johnny just blinked at him. What they were saying was crazy, but given the circumstances, he decided to listen.  

      “That’s what we do,” Annabelle said. “We study obituaries, then go back in time and save people who are about to die. Their influence on that time flow is over, so we are allowed to remove them.” 

      “First, of course, we need approval from the Temporal Harvesting Bureau,” Paul said, “which, let me tell you, is a huge pain in the ass.”  

      “So you guys are what,” Johnny asked, “like 911 from the future?” 

      They chuckled.  

      “Good one,” Annabelle said. “But not exactly. I mean, yes, we do save lives.”  

      “Lots of lives,” Paul said.  

      “But we’re not paramedics,” Annabelle said. “We’re more like game developers.” 

      “Game developers?” Johnny narrowed his eyes. “As in video games?”  

      They laughed again. Harder this time.  

      “Video games,” Paul said. “Quaint. Very period appropriate. Were you a gamer, Johnny?” 

      “Yeah, I’m a gamer,” Johnny said, rejecting Paul’s use of the past tense and latching onto a question that actually made sense. He had spent a good slice of his youth ignoring his mom’s warning that playing video games late at night in a basement would ruin his eyesight.  

      “Imagine a game that’s also a movie,” Paul said. 

      “And much more,” Annabelle said. “A fully immersive experience. An international obsession.”  

      “Not to mention the biggest gambling platform ever seen,” Paul said.  

      “All right,” Johnny said.  

      “You’ve heard of VR?” 

      “Sure. Some of my friends have VR gear.”  

      “Spoiler alert,” Paul said with a little smile. “VR gets better.”  

      “Way better,” Annabelle said. “The game-film thing I mentioned, it’s live-action, streaming 24/7, all over the globe.” 

      “Like a reality TV show?” Johnny asked.  

      “I don’t know if I’d exactly call it reality,” Paul said with a laugh, “but yeah, something like that. Only instead of simply watching, spectators plug into home rigs and connect to living characters full of biofeedback transmitter chips. They experience whatever the main character experiences. They can’t influence a character. They only receive. But they can see what he sees and feel whatever he feels.” 

      “If they stay in his point of view,” Annabelle said. “They can toggle between viewpoints. They can see the action through his eyes or the eyes of NPCs or go third-person and pivot into any of the various perspectives that stream from all angles. Of course, they can replay any given situation over and over from whichever angles they want.”  

      “That’s crazy,” Johnny blurted.  

      “No, it’s Vicarus,” Paul said.  

      “Meanwhile,” Annabelle said, “spectators gamble on everything the main character says or does, from getting laid to getting killed. Vicarus is literally the biggest thing in the world. For most people, it’s a one-stop replacement for entertainment, excitement, inebriation, and intimacy.” 

      “Wow,” Johnny said. “That sounds super fucked up.”  

      Paul’s laughter sounded defensive. “On the contrary, Vicarus is awesome. Here in the future, people have it rough. Thanks to pandemics, overpopulation, pollution, widespread poverty, food shortages, and technological advances, most people live miserable, lonely lives, quarantined in claustrophobic hive-style apartments. Vicarus offers an escape, a chance to really live.” 

      “Smile, Johnny,” Annabelle said. “You’re about to become a celebrity.” 

      Johnny’s brain pumped the brakes. This was all too much, too crazy—and, at the same time, the way Annabelle and Paul were presenting it, too matter of fact. “You guys are serious?” 

      They both nodded.  

      “And you made up this game?” 

      They barked laughter and shared an if only look.  

      “I wish,” Paul said. “We’re more like… content providers.” 

      “More precisely,” Annabelle said, “we’re prospectors. We spend most of our time reviewing obits, pitching scenarios, and submitting forms. Our interventions are strictly limited to public domain deaths. Basically, anything before 2037. Once per month, like other independent prospectors, we get to upload a single player.”  

      “Congratulations,” Paul said. “You’re August.” 

      “So you’re telling me that I’m a character in a show-game thing and creepers will be watching me night and day?” 

      Annabelle shook her head. “Not just watching you, Johnny. Your body, which is technically our body now, is full of nanites and biofeedback chips. Your subscribers will be living inside you.” 

      Johnny’s mind temporarily rejected the notion of someone owning him, which was easy because the idea of all those chips and nanites inside his body made Johnny feel like he was covered in mosquitos. He tried to shudder, but thanks to his restraints, the best he could do was clench his fists and grit his teeth. 

      Annabelle nodded. “Since your subscribers are passive but fully immersive participants, we don’t call them viewers or players. We call them riders.”  

      “A few hundred people already preordered you,” Paul said, sounding happy. “And thousands have bookmarked your profile. If you perform well, they will subscribe, too.”  

      “And that will build more buzz,” Annabelle said. 

      “Which will bring more riders.” 

      “And more money.” 

      “Which will allow us to expand advertising.”  

      “And the more subscriptions we get,” she said, “the more credits we’ll give you.”  

      “Credits?” 

      “Yes. Vicarus credits. Periodically, you’ll access an interface and convert credits into advantages.”  

      “Such as?” 

      She shrugged. “Vicarus has limitless configurations. We don’t even know what type of scenario you’ll be dropped into. The advantages could be skills, equipment, information, or even experiences. But rest assured, they will match your scenario.”  

      Something occurred to Johnny as he pondered the limitless dangers that might await him. “If you control stuff like that, why don’t you make me ten feet tall and bulletproof? And why not throw in a bazooka while you’re at it?”   

      Annabelle shook her head. “What would be the fun in that? A spoiled child never loves its mother, Johnny. No matter what people think, they don’t actually want shit handed to them. People want to earn their loot.”  

      “Don’t worry about credits and advantages,” Paul said. “You’ll figure that out soon enough.” 

      “Wait… when does this all start?” 

      “We’re going live any minute,” Paul said. “Don’t worry. You’ll figure it out.” 

      “Don’t worry?” Johnny said. “You guys want to take my place?” 

      “Keep the riders happy,” Annabelle said. “Remember, they are living through you. You are the highlight of their days. They want nothing more than to leave reality and slide into your experiences. To be you. Most of them are stuck in shit jobs, living shit lives, surrounded by shit people, with no way out. Give them joy. Give them excitement. Give them life.” 

      Johnny blinked at her, trying to wrap his head around what she was saying. 

      “Our participants are primarily men in their late teens and early twenties,” Paul said. “They’ll be living vicariously through you. So do things they would want to do.”  

      “When in doubt,” Annabelle said, “do something. Anything is better than nothing. Your subscribers are up to their eyeballs in nothing. Some of them haven’t so much as gone outside in months. And who could blame them? The world is ugly now, and thanks to pollution and pandemics, we have to wear a hazmat suit every time we leave our homes.” 

      Paul nodded. “Pause to take in the beauty of your world. Draw your lungs full of fresh, clean air. Savor good smells, good food, everything.” 

      “The key to success is remembering your mission statement,” Annabelle said. “Make subscribers happy. Give them what they want.” 

      “What do they want?” 

      She cocked her head a little and gave him half a smile. “You tell me, Johnny. What do young men want? You were one, after all. What did you want?” 

      Johnny thought about that. He wanted what every other red-blooded young man wanted. He wanted to kick ass, get laid, and catch the occasional buzz. He wanted to travel and have fun and do exciting things.  

      On a deeper level, he guessed he also wanted to make a difference. To belong to a community. And he supposed he wanted respect. To be the best at something.  

      Also, even though he might not have admitted it to his friends, he wanted love. He’d never really been into one-night stands. Sure, he’d enjoyed a few, but what he really wanted someday was to meet a great girl, get married, make babies, and dedicate himself to becoming the best husband and father he could be.  

      Honestly, he had even been wondering if he might find those things with Haylie.  

      That was the truth. But it would sound hokey, confessing that now, so Johnny gave them an abbreviated version. “Men want to kick ass and get laid.”  

      “Exactly,” Paul said. “Keep that in mind. Always, always, always.” 

      Annabelle nodded. “Make that your mission statement. There’s no need to complicate things, especially when you’re new and trying to land subscribers. Keep it simple. Kick ass, get laid, repeat. From this moment forward, think of yourself as being in the business of wish fulfillment. When in doubt, fuck or fight.”  

      Johnny nodded, suddenly regretting his kick ass and get laid summation. That had been only partial truth, not an attempt at a mission statement. 

      “The more pleasure and excitement you provide,” Paul said, “the more money we’ll earn, and the more stuff we’ll be able to offer you.” 

      Annabelle forced a smile. “Wherever you end up, embrace it. Have a good time. Take risks. Be bold. Say things your subscribers wish they had the balls to say. Do things they ache to do, even if doing those things in real life would scare the shit out of them. Especially if it would scare the shit out of them. Crush your enemies. Fuck beautiful women. Power up.” 

      “But don’t forget to stop and smell the roses,” Paul said. “If you’re having fun, your patrons are having fun. Savor fruit. Sip fresh water. Pull your lungs full of fresh air. Your subscribers live on tofu and multivitamins. They’re cooped up in tiny pods that smell like swamp gas. Give them something to live for. You’re their eyes, their ears, their nose, their mouth.” 

      “And their dick, apparently,” Johnny said. 

      “Yes, you’re their dick, too,” Annabelle said. “So use that thing.” 

      “Early and often,” Paul chirped.  

      “Great,” Johnny said.  

      “And don’t just get off and go to sleep,” Annabelle said. 

      “Are you telling me to cuddle?”  

      “Yes,” she said. “Cuddling is key. Your subscribers are starved for more than fresh air, food, and sex. They yearn for meaningful relationships.”  

      Johnny nodded at that, secretly relieved. He wasn’t seventeen anymore. Without meaningful relationships, constant fucking and fighting would have gotten old quick.  

      “People in the 22nd century are lonely,” Paul explained. “They aren’t good at connecting. They don’t have much face-to-face interaction. Why bother when porn is fully immersive and you can just—” 

      A loud beep interrupted him.  

      Annabelle frowned. “All right. We’re coming online. Get your head in the game, Johnny. Remember, we didn’t bring you back from the dead to enlighten or educate the masses. You are here to entertain.” 

       “Oh, and there’s only one rule,” Paul hurried to add. “Never mention the game, or the producers will hurt you. Good luck. Do us proud. Make us a lot of money, buddy!”  

      The beep sounded again, this time twice in a row. 

      “Wait,” Johnny said. “How does this work? When I get there, I mean. How do I—” 

      Three deafening beeps sounded in rapid succession, and the room faded into a velvety darkness.
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      For a second, Johnny was suspended in non-space. Everything was white.  

      Then a sultry female voice said, “Entering Fight Town.” 

      Bright pink text appeared in midair.  

      As Johnny’s eyes scanned the writing, the disembodied female voice read the stats aloud. 

       

      Fighter: Johnny Rockledge 

      Age: 21 

      Height: 6’0” 

      Weight: 191 pounds

      Reach: 76 inches 

      Total Juice: 484

      Total Juice minus Heart: 384 

      Agility: 50 

      Chin: 79 

      Endurance: 53 

      Heart: 100 

      Power: 73 

      Speed: 60 

      Strength: 69 

       

      For some reason, the heart stat glowed red, not pink.  

      Why was that? Was 100 maxed out?

      And what was up with “Total Juice minus Heart”? Why include separate totals? What did that mean? What did any of this mean? 

      “Am I being dropped into a fighting game?” he asked the unseen woman.  

      There was no answer. Instead, the stats disappeared.  

      A glowing pink paragraph appeared. The woman read it aloud.  

      Cover story: Johnny Rockledge is from Livingston, a small, industrial river town four hours north of Fight Town. He is new in town, knows no one, and is hoping the opportunities afforded by a large city will provide a fresh start.  

      The words faded, taking the lovely voice and white nothingness with them.

      The next thing Johnny knew, he was standing not in a ring but in front of a motel check-in counter, wearing a cheap suit he had never seen before. He held a hat in one hand and a battered suitcase in the other.  

      The cramped lobby was hot and smelled of baby oil and perfume.  

      The fiftyish woman on the other side of the counter reached out a leathery hand and offered a key. Her baggy eyes stared sullenly from a puffy, deeply tanned face framed in a mane of tawny hair. She reminded Johnny of a female version of the cowardly lion from The Wizard of Oz.  

      Her ears were a big part of that.

      They were pointy and furry and looked completely real.

      This puffy-faced motel manager had cat ears. Honest to goodness, no-shitting-around cat ears.

      He blinked for a second, reminded himself this was a Vicarus simulation, and took the key.

      “Rent’s due the first of the month,” the woman said, sounding far from cowardly. “You got a job?”  

      He shook his head.     

      “Well, I see there’s a new help wanted sign over at the diner.” 

      “For what?” 

      “How the hell do I know? I’m not hunting work, you are. Beggars can’t be choosers, boy. I don’t care if you wash dishes or turn tricks. If I don’t have thirty dollars by the first of the month, you’re out on your ass. There ain’t no free rides in Fight Town!” 

      So this place was Fight Town. Was that also the name of the Vicarus scenario? 

      Johnny nodded and turned to leave.   

      “Go out by the pool, you’ll see the steps,” the woman told him. “You’re on the second floor about halfway down the deck. Room 212.”  

      Johnny pushed through the door and went out into the bright heat of the concrete courtyard. A few bedraggled palms leaned beside an empty swimming pool surrounded on three sides by the dilapidated two-story motel.  

      He climbed the stairs and walked the balcony that fronted the second story until he found 212.  

      A housekeeping cart stood beside his open door.  

      Leaning in, Johnny almost collided with a black-haired young woman in a frilly, black-and-white French maid uniform.  

      Her long neck recoiled, and her large purple eyes bulged to either side of her cute little button nose. Atop her head, a pair of furry, round mouse ears twitched with surprise. “Oh, excuse me, sir.”  

      “Sorry. My fault. I should’ve knocked,” Johnny said, stepping back and reading the name tag pinned to her chest. “Millie.”  

      “I was just finishing up, sir. I’ll be out of your way in just a second.” 

      “No problem,” he said. “Take your time.” 

      As Millie put the finishing touches on his room, Johnny tried not to stare at her long, skinny tail. Other than the tail, ears, and oversized purple eyes, she looked like a human girl in bad need of a square meal or three.

      Not wanting to freak her out, he put his back to the wall outside and hefted the suitcase, wondering what was inside. Not much, by the feel of it.  

      The hat in his other hand was a charcoal tweed half shell, one of those Irish flat caps worn by newsboys and thugs.   

      Was Johnny supposed to be a newsboy? A thug? What sort of a world was this? 

      Given the landlady’s mention of the help wanted sign, Johnny figured he should probably check the diner. Why else would she mention it during their opening interaction?  

      Unless Vicarus wasn’t scripted.  

      One way or the other, he had his mission statement. Kick ass, get laid, cuddle, repeat—or something like that.  

      Whatever the case, he’d figure it out as he went along. He had no reason to trust Paul and Annabelle. Even if they had saved him, they’d done so to make money.  

      He would just have to make his own way in this world and roll with the punches.

      Perhaps literally, given the name.  

      For now, other than furry ears and tails, it seemed oddly normal. Not like a game at all. Just like reality had shifted.  

      “Thank you, sir,” Millie said, slipping out of the room. She brushed a long, black lock from her pale face, and her cheeks blushed as pink as rose petals.  “Have a great day,” she called as she pushed her cart down the balcony corridor, her skinny tail twitching along behind her. 

      “You, too,” he called after her, then slipped into the room.

      Animal girls, then. He was in a world populated by animal girls.

      And humans, too, apparently, given that neither of the women he’d met had freaked out at the sight of him.

      Unless…

      He quickly patted the top of his head and reached for his tailbone.

      Good. Still human.

      Pine-scented floor cleaner suffused the hot air of his little room.  

      The space was small but clean with beige carpet and matching curtains drawn to either side of the louvered blinds. Through their slats, he spied the motel manager dragging a lounge chair beside the empty pool, a pug at her heels.

      So there were animals here, too. Pets, even.

      Interesting.   

      An alarm clock ticked on the stubby nightstand beside the twin bed.  

      A shallow closet stood open beside a tiny bathroom with a claustrophobic shower stall, a blue porcelain toilet, and a tiny window overlooking a back alley complete with a big, red dumpster. A rectangle of white soap and a short drinking glass stood on the sink. The faucet dripped steadily.   

      Johnny dropped the suitcase on the bed, then tried the wall switches.  

      The overhead light worked, but the fan didn’t.  

      His pockets were empty.  

      Popping the suitcase, he found a shaving kit, another cheap suit, two pairs of socks and boxer shorts, a few white tank tops, a rumpled blue tie, and two manila envelopes. 

      Both envelopes held money.  

      The first contained a dollar. Paperclipped to the bill was a note in his own handwriting reading gym dues.  

      Another obvious clue. Fight city plus gym dues equaled direction.  

      Point taken, scripted game world, point taken.  

      The other envelope held three crisp dollar bills, a quarter, and half a dozen dimes.  

      That was it. Johnny had a sweatbox of a room, two cheap suits, and just shy of five bucks.  

      In 2019, five bucks would have bought lunch. At McDonald’s. If he’d stuck to the dollar value menu.  

      Hopefully, it would stretch farther here.  Based on this room’s monthly rate of thirty bucks, he guessed it probably would.

      Johnny shucked his suit jacket and dress shirt, then squashed the cap on his head, stuffed money in his pocket, and left the room wearing suit pants and a white tank top.  

      Beside the empty pool, the motel manager stretched out on a lounge chair in an orange one-piece and enormous sunglasses, sunning herself and smoking a cigarette. Next to her, the tan pug panted in the shade of a thatched umbrella.  

      “My fan’s broken,” Johnny told her.  

      She grinned up at him and took a drag off her smoke. “Broken, huh? I got an idea. Why don’t you go ahead and fix it? Then I can charge you an extra dollar a month for a room with a working fan.”  

      She burst into rasping laughter that rapidly devolved into a coughing fit.  

      Johnny started to walk off but turned when a voice said, “Lucinda, when are you going to fill this pool?” 

      “As soon as I hit the lottery, sweetheart, that’s when. Where’s my pie?”  

      A smiling blonde in roller skates and a pink waitress uniform handed Lucinda a pizza box that read Papa V’s. Floppy dog ears jutted from her blond hair, and a fluffy golden tail jutted up behind her. Beneath her pink miniskirt and lacy apron, her legs were long and toned. Probably from all that roller skating, Johnny figured.  

      Lucinda handed her two coins. 

      The girl thanked her, made change, noticed Johnny, and smiled. She skated over, her blue eyes twinkling and her shaggy tail waggin. “New in town, mister?” 

      He nodded. “Brand new.” 

      She stopped a few feet away. “Just passing through or sticking around?” 

      “Sticking around, probably. At least for a bit. Figure I’ll give the place a shot.” 

      Her smile widened. “You a fighter?” 

      “Me? No. Not really.” 

      She skated in a circle around Johnny, looking him up and down. “I thought you must be a fighter on account of those big muscles.” 

      “She’s fishing for tips,” Lucinda said through a mouthful of pepperoni pizza. 

      The blonde rolled her eyes. “Daddy says the customer’s always right. But you’re wrong, Lucinda. I’m just being friendly to this nice man here.”  

      “Fishing,” Lucinda repeated, tossing a slice of pizza to her pug, who gave up panting to gobble it down.  

      “Best pizza in Fight Town,” the girl said. “You don’t believe me, come across the street and try it, mister.” 

      “Call me Johnny.” 

      Her smile brightened. “Okay. Come over and see us, Johnny. I’m Sylvia.”  

      He tipped his cap, feeling only mildly ridiculous. “Nice to meet you, Sylvia.” 

      “Nice to meet you, too, Johnny. You want to put those muscles to work, the gym’s just across the street. I’ll bet you’d be a terrific fighter. Just make sure you ask for Marvella.” 

      “Marvella?” 

      Sylvia nodded enthusiastically. “Best trainer in Fight Town. Can you punch?” 

      “I can punch.” 

      Sylvia shivered then did a little pirouette on her skates. “I’ll bet you can. Look at the size of those mitts. But hey, if you can punch, Daddy might even sponsor you. Handsome guys who can punch sell a lot of tickets… and pizzas.”  

      She said goodbye and skated off.  

      Lucinda watched Johnny watching Sylvia, then shook her head with disdain. “Fishing.” 

      He shrugged.  

      Lucinda held open the lid to the half-eaten pizza. “Want a slice?”  

      His stomach growled. “Actually, that sounds great. Thanks.” 

      Lucinda tossed another slice to her dog and slammed the lid shut. “You want a slice then get out of my hair and go get a fucking job, buddy. I already told you: there ain’t no free rides in Fight Town.”
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      The motel sat on the corner of 8th and Frazier.  

      8th was a busy street paved in cobblestones and flanked with wide sidewalks where street vendors hawked goods in front of shops and restaurants. Cars rolled slowly past, looking like they had driven out of an old movie.  

      People looked that way, too. Most of the guys dressed square, wearing suits and hats that reminded Johnny of the 1940s or 1950s. Not surprisingly, given the men’s attire, most of the women wore dresses. Around half of them had tails and animal ears, mostly resembling those of cats and dogs.

      Which Johnny, strolling down 8th, took in stride. After all, once you realize you’re in a simulation where anything goes, tails and ears are no big deal.

      The prevailing energy of the place, however, seemed more unified. This world had a cheerful, hardworking, “can do” feeling Johnny associated with the World War II era, and the happy bustle and seeming wholesomeness reminded him of movies from the so-called “good old days” of the1950s. Only judging by the folks he saw, these good old days appeared to be far more diverse than the 50s.  

      But here and there, things didn’t fit.  

      The neon signs, for instance. There were a lot of neon signs. Like the bright green sign buzzing in front of his motel—The Oasis—and two signs that stood out on the other side of the boulevard, Papa V’s Pizza in bright pink and the glowing blue 8th Street Gym sign affixed to the uppermost floor of the three-story, red brick building on the corner.  

      Another anomaly came jogging past Johnny then. 

      Four young women in yoga pants, spandex sports bras, and sneakers ran past, ponytails bouncing. Looking like they’d run here from 2019, they wove through kids and vendors and men and women coming and going in their old school suits and dresses. 

      So he’d landed in a mashup of Mad Men and Blade Runner… with yoga pants.

      Well, thank God for small favors, Johnny thought, watching the quartet of fit-looking girls jog across the street and disappear down the alley beside the 8th Street Gym.

      “Fresh apples!” a boy cried from beside a fruit stand. “Ten cents a pound!”  

      Remembering the prospectors’ advice to stop and smell the roses, Johnny did just that, stopping at a florist’s cart to smell the vibrant bouquets.  

      “Roses for your wife?” the florist, an old woman with a great smile asked.  

      Johnny shook his head. “Not married.” 

      “Oh, come on,” she said. “You’re not fooling me. A handsome man like you must have at least three wives.” 

      He laughed and walked on, scanning the storefronts. Fight posters hung everywhere.  

      Come out this Saturday and support the neighborhood! one prominently displayed poster announced. Featuring the Ward’s very own “Hammering” Hank Harper! 

      A middleweight with a record of 204 wins, 43 losses, and 11 draws with 127 wins by knockout, Harper would face “The Pride of Deer Park,” Sammy Prince, in a ten-round rematch. Prince had won 198 fights, lost 50, and drawn 7, racking up 65 knockouts along the way.  

      Johnny reread the poster to make sure he hadn’t misread their records. Both guys had over 250 fights? That was crazy… 

      The bouts were being held Saturday at someplace called The Arena. The doors opened at noon, and the main event was slated for ten at night. Admission was fifty cents.  

      Well, one thing was for certain. Johnny had landed in a fighting game. 

      That was all right. He’d never boxed, but he could fight. And landing in a boxing game sure beat getting dropped into a war zone or the middle of a zombie apocalypse.  

      So he needed to go to the gym and look for this Marvella person. Because again, why would Vicarus have Sylvia mention Marvella if he wasn’t supposed to seek her out?

      But first, a bite to eat.  

      He took off his hat and went into Lou’s Diner, a bright clean place with lots of chrome. People chatted happily at little tables. A jukebox played upbeat swing music.

      Johnny took a stool at the lunch counter, laid his cap on his lap, and ordered his favorite meal: a cheeseburger, fries, a Coke, and a beer, all for 75 cents.  

      The food was awesome. The cheeseburger was juicy. The fries were salty. The beer was crisp and light and cold. Remembering his mission statement, Johnny took his time and savored the meal, then pushed a dollar across the counter to the middle-aged red-haired waitress whose name tag read Patty.  

      “Keep the change, Patty.” The Vicarus prospectors had given him a lot of advice, none of it about being a good guy, but Johnny had always done his best to help others, and he figured most people would rather ride along with a generous tipper than Ebenezer Scrooge.  

      “Thanks, mister,” Patty said. “What are you, a fighter?” 

      Johnny grinned and shook his head.  

      “I figured you must be, tipping like that.” 

      “Actually,” Johnny said, pointing to the help wanted sign on the mirror behind her, “I need a job.”   

      Patty called over the owner, a whip-thin old guy with a crooked nose, cauliflower ears, and heavy scarring around his snowy eyebrows.  

      “You have experience?” Lou asked.  

      Johnny shrugged. “In a restaurant? Not so much.” 

      “You wash dishes?” 

      Johnny smiled. “Every time I eat.” 

      “A comedian, I do not need. A dishwasher, that’s what I need. And maybe a busboy. Who knows, maybe even, if he turns out to be a good worker, maybe even a delivery boy or server. That’s what I need. Can you do it?” 

      “Sure.” 

      Lou hooked a thumb toward the kitchen, where waitresses bustled, shouting to line cooks through a haze of fragrant steam. “Prove it.” 

      “What, now?” 

      “You think maybe I’m scouting for next year? Yes, now. I need a dishwasher. You want the job or not?” 

      “What’s it pay?”  

      “A dollar an hour and one meal per shift. Not surf and turf. A sandwich, I mean, or maybe the daily special unless it’s prime rib night. That, I sell out of every week.” 

      The wage was a punch to the gut. Laying brick, Johnny made twenty-two bucks an hour. But then again, back in 2019, you couldn’t get a beer for twenty-five cents, so… 

      “I’ll take the job.” 

      They shook on it, and eight hours later, Johnny emerged from the diner soaked to the bone and smelling like coleslaw but eight dollars and several friends richer. 

      Had taking the job been a mistake? Had he already lost his Vicarus riders?  

      Probably not, given the cute and flirty waitresses. The dudes were cool, too. Pretty much everybody asked if Johnny was a fighter.  

      Over the shift, his answer evolved from no to I’m going to check out the gym.  

      Washing dishes might be good, honest work, but a single shift left Johnny hungering for better work. According to everybody, fighters could make good money.  

      Besides, if he fought well and got more Vicarus riders, he could earn credits for bonuses.  

      What would those look like?  

      Remembering that bright white world between worlds, he wondered if he’d be able to use credits to increase his stats, which seemed to be based at least loosely on his real-life attributes.  

      If so, where would he put his credits? 

      He had a solid chin and good strength and power, but his agility and endurance were only average, and his speed was nothing to write home about.  

      Maybe speed, then? 

      But with only average agility, he wouldn’t land many punches, no matter how hard or fast he threw them. Of course, if he didn’t build up his endurance, he’d either stop his man early or run out of gas in the first round and take a beating.  

      Pushing these thoughts aside, he squashed his cap onto his head and looked around. 

      It was dark out now. Or at least as dark as it could be with all this colorful neon. The vendors had packed up and gone home, but the street remained busy. Music, laughter, and good beery smells poured from street corner bars.  

      Guys roamed in packs, talking loudly, eyeing packs of girls all dressed up and trailing perfume. Couples strolled arm-in-arm. Some guys escorted more than one girl.  

      Which made sense here. 

      Because Fight Town clearly had more girls than guys. There were two or three times as many women than men. 

      Again, thank God for small favors.  

      Johnny started for home, hating the feeling of his wet shirt and pants. But as he drew close to The Oasis, he noticed lights still burning on the third floor of the 8th Street Gym. 

      People were still working on a Wednesday night at ten?   

      Maybe take a look, he thought, already crossing the street. Just go up and see what this is all about.  

      He followed signs down the alley to a dark parking lot and went through a plain metal door over which a faded sign read 8th Street Gym, Home of Champions.
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      On the other side of the door was the steepest set of steps Johnny had ever seen. The old stairs creaked as he climbed them, going up and up and up, gym sounds leaking through the door high above. Thumping and squeaking, muffled voices, the ding-ding-ding of an electronic timer.  

      The air grew hotter with every step.  

      By the time he reached the top, Johnny was out of breath. Not gasping or anything like that, but he took a second to calm his breathing as he read the sign on the door.  

      8th Street Gym, Home of Champions. Pros: $1 / week. Amateurs: 50 cents. CITY CHAMPS TRAIN FOR FREE.  

      On the other side of the door, the bell sounded again. Someone yelled “Time!” and the racket started up all over again.  

      Johnny pushed through the door into an explosion of sight and sound.  

      The gym was packed. And this was no white-collar boxing club aimed at edgy soccer moms and dudes battling mid-life crises.  

      No, this place was clearly legit. 

      Fighters—boys and girls, men and women—strained and sweated, skipping rope, shadowboxing, snapping jabs into punch mitts and heavy bags, and striking speed bags in a blur of motion.  

      Loud music was playing somewhere—a James Brown song, Johnny thought—but he could barely hear it beneath all the other sounds: the whirring skip of a dozen jump ropes; the sharp, animalistic exhalations of the shadowboxers as they punched; trainers shouting as gloved fists thumped heavy bags, making chains jangle overhead; and over it all the constant ratta-tat-tat machine gun chatter of speed bags in motion.  

      To the left, mirrors covered the wall. That’s where people jumped rope and shadowboxed. Fight posters and old photos plastered the walls. Here and there, motivational banners weighed in with philosophical tidbits and advice.  

      Champs never quit! 

      You are stronger than you think. 

      Winners train. Losers complain. 

      Stay hungry. 

      Are you training harder than your next opponent? 

      No pain, no gain. Shut up and train. 

      Rhythm is everything.  

      Work now, win later. 

      There is no “i” in “fighter.” If you disagree, quit reading posters and get back to work. 

      A line of heavy bags ran across Johnny’s line of sight then turned and spanned the length of the place to his right, hanging just this side of the speed bags covering that wall.  

      Most of the heavy bags were stout, black or brown leather cylinders or formerly white canvas now gray with time and grime and sweat. Many were misshapen and bandaged with duct tape.  

      A stocky fighter stood before a spherical bag hung at chest level, pummeling it with uppercuts and low hooks, while his trainer looked on with an expression of mild contempt. 

      Looking around, Johnny saw similar looks of disgust and impatience on all the trainers’ faces, including the hard face of an eye-patch-wearing wolfwoman leaning on a cane and watching a girl with quick hands circle a ball suspended at face level by black bungee cords that ran from the floor to a beam overhead. 

      At the heart of the gym, fighters sparred in three full-sized boxing rings. Frowning trainers stood on the elevated ring aprons, leaning against the ropes and watching fighters in headgear jab and feint and surge ahead, throwing combinations.  

      “Yo,” a voice called, and Johnny turned to see a squat, jowly man in a baggy, blood-spattered Cuban shirt approaching. On his big graying pumpkin head between floppy dog ears, the guy wore a con man smile and a white straw fedora that looked about two sizes too small. “What’s up, buddy?”

      Johnny nodded.  

      “Pro or amateur?” the guy asked.  

      “I’m new.”  

      The guy smiled. “New, huh? Hey, welcome, my friend, welcome.” He turned and gestured to where a cluster of old guys surrounded a busty blonde leaning against the wall. “Gloria! Hey, Gloria! Come say hello to this kid!” 

      The man smiled at Johnny and bounced his silver eyebrows up and down. “That’s Gloria. She’s my wife.” 

      Gloria glanced at her husband but kept on talking to the other guys.  

      The man smiled at Johnny again. “Hold on just a second, kid. What’d you say your name was?” 

      “It’s Johnny,” Johnny said, wishing the guy would just leave him alone so he could scope out the gym.  

      “Johnny, huh? You any relation to Johnny Jakes, the welterweight? No? Hey, I’m Rico, all right? Hold on, kid. I’ll be right back, okay? You just wait here and take it easy, and I’ll be right back. We’ll get you fixed up real good.” 

      What did Rico mean, get you fixed up? Did he own the gym? 

      Just in case, Johnny waited.

      Rico walked a few steps toward his wife and hollered, “Gloria, come on! Get your ass over here already! I want you to meet my friend, Johnny!” 

      The blonde rolled her eyes and came wobbling over with an expression that reminded Johnny of the trainers’ faces. She towered over Rico, a full-figured woman with a broad face and lots of makeup, a sparkling black dress, and high heels that seemed wildly out of place in the gym.  

      Seeing Johnny, the woman smiled.  

      “Gloria,” Rico said, looking back and forth between the two of them with an eager smile, “meet my new friend, Johnny.”  

      “Charmed, I’m sure,” Gloria said, holding out her hand.  

      “Nice to meet you,” Johnny said, shaking her hand. It was warm and damp.  

      “Gloria is my wife,” Rico said again. “We met when I was a fighter and Gloria was a ring card girl. That was back in—” 

      “You a pro?” Gloria cut him off, smiling at Johnny.  

      “He’s new,” Rico answered for him. “Green as a cucumber. Luckiest kid in the world, running into me like this. I gotta tell you, kid. Right, Gloria?” 

      “That’s right,” she said, not taking her eyes off Johnny, who could smell booze on her breath. “You’re a lucky boy.” 

      “A kid like you,” Rico said, “a good-looking kid with shoulders, you come into a gym, man, you gotta look out, you know what I’m saying, Johnny? I mean, some of these trainers are like sharks.” 

      Gloria nodded. “They’re assholes, most of them. I mean, they’d sell your blood for a dime.” 

      “That’s why I’m saying you’re so lucky,” Rico said, grinning and clapping Johnny on the shoulder. “Holy crow, son, what do you do for a living, lift trains? Gloria, feel the muscles on this kid. Is he hard as a rock or what?” 

      “Mm, you are a strong boy,” she said, squeezing Johnny’s shoulder.  

      Johnny smiled uncomfortably, wishing he hadn’t come in tonight.  

      “Strong?” Rico said. “That’s not the half of it. I’ll bet his piss is clear as spring water and his blood’s as black as tar. Look at him, Gloria. Kid, you gotta be careful. I’m telling you. You want to make it in this game, you need a great trainer. Somebody like me, somebody who’s already been to the top.” 

      Gloria nodded. She had quit squeezing but hadn’t removed her hand from Johnny’s shoulder. 

      “What are you gonna do, kid?” Rico asked. “You want to train a little bit? Come on, show me what you got, and I’ll teach you how to become a champ.” 

        Johnny waved him off. “Thanks, but I’m just going to look around.”  

      “Look around?” Rico snorted. “What are you, Johnny, a reporter or a fighter?” 

      Johnny shrugged. “I don’t know.” 

      Rico elbowed his wife. “He doesn’t know. Look at this kid, huh? He doesn’t know. Look at the size of his hands, Gloria. What do you weigh, kid? Don’t tell me. A buck ninety. Am I right? I’m right. I told you. One ninety, hands like that, a puncher for sure. You got feet? Can you dance a little?” 

      Johnny just looked at him.  

      “Never mind dancing right now,” Rico said. “We’ll get to your feet soon enough, all right? This kid, Gloria. He doesn’t know he hit the jackpot. Look, Johnny, I’ll build you up. He’s a good-looking kid, right, Gloria? I mean, am I right?”  

      Gloria shrugged. “I wouldn’t kick him out of bed for squeezing my tits.”  

      “You got a filthy mouth, Gloria,” Rico said, suddenly cross. “You’re scaring the kid off. Don’t mind my wife, Johnny. Looks like a million bucks but no class whatsoever. Her mind’s in the gutter.”   

      Gloria rolled her eyes. “Like yours isn’t, Rico? Like everybody’s isn’t? I’m sick to death of you. I’m sick of this place. Of everything. I could cut my own throat, I’m so sick of it all. Hey kid, what do say we go get a beer. You buy me a beer and I’ll suck your—” 

      “No thanks,” Johnny said, stepping back and raising his palms defensively. “Look, it was nice meeting you two, and I appreciate the advice, Rico, but I’m looking for somebody. See you guys around.”   

      As Johnny turned to leave, he heard Rico berating Gloria for chasing him off.  

      He’d heard boxing was crooked, with managers and promoters looking to take advantage of young fighters, but he didn’t realize trainers could be the same way.  

      Best find this Marvella person.  

      It was clearly the intention of the Vicarus script that he train under Marvella. At least it sure seemed that way, what with Sylvia’s heavy-handed name dropping and Rico’s repulsiveness.  

      After all, the Vicarus script wouldn’t set him up. The situation designers wanted him to succeed, right?
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      He walked over to the mirrored walls where people shadowboxed and jumped rope. Now he could see a long row of mats that stretched along the wall on the other side of the rings. A few people were stretching out on the closer mats. On the others, people sat in lotus positions with their eyes closed and their arms resting on their legs, palms up.  

      Weird.  

      Everything else in here fit Johnny’s picture of a boxing gym. But he sure didn’t remember Rocky meditating.  

      “You escaped from Rico,” a petite girl jumping rope said, looking Johnny up and down with laughter in her big, blue eyes.

      She was cute despite her cat ears and the small shiner beneath her left eye. Her blue satin trunks dropped all the way to her knee-high athletic socks, which disappeared into calf-length blue boxing shoes. She looked skinny in her oversized yellow t-shirt. Her long, purple ponytail bounced as she smoothly skipped the spinning leather rope, her booted feet moving with impressive dexterity. Keeping out of the way of the rope, her purple tail coiled up her lean midsection like a snake climbing a sapling.    

      “Yeah,” Johnny said. “I mean, I appreciate the guy welcoming me, but—” 

      “You don’t want Rico as your trainer. He was a good fighter back in the day, but you don’t want him as your trainer. He’s inconsistent. Here one day, gone for a week. And that wife.” 

      Johnny laughed. “She was… interesting.” Spotting an equipment locker against the wall, he went over and picked out a pair of old leather bag gloves.   

      The timer on the wall buzzed.  

      “Thirty seconds!” a trainer somewhere shouted, and the noise in the gym increased, fighters hammering harder and faster, finishing strong.  

      “Don’t put those on without hand wraps,” the girl called as Johnny was starting to pull a glove onto his hand. “Jimmy will kick you out.” 

      “I don’t have any wraps.”  

      “Jimmy sells them at the window. Twenty-five cents a pair. You paid your dues, right? You gotta pay your dues before you train.” 

      “Who do I pay?” 

      “See that little room back there next to the locker rooms?” 

      Johnny followed her gaze and saw a sight even weirder than the long row of people meditating. In the corner, a short guy with a gut was shadowboxing. Not in front of a mirror but facing the corner, throwing a steady stream of slow hooks and uppercuts and moving his blocky head in short motions back and forth. Despite the intense heat, the guy wore a heavy winter long coat and a wool stocking cap.   

      “The guy in the coat?” 

      “No,” she laughed. “That’s Jobbo. You’re looking for Jimmy. See that room next to the girls’ locker room, looks kind of like a closet? The guy in there watching TV? That’s Jimmy. It’s his dad’s place, but he runs it.”  

      Ding-ding-ding.  

      “Time!” someone shouted.  

      All around the gym, fighters quit working and gasped for air.  

      The girl dropped her rope. Its wooden handles clattered off the well-worn hardwood floor. 

      “Pick up that rope, Freddie.” The dark-haired wolfwoman with the eye patch came hobbling over with the help of her cane. “No break for you. And you just earned twenty minutes of steps after we’re done. You know the rules. No talking during work periods.” 

      “Yes, Marvella,” Freddie said. She picked up the jump rope and went back to work without so much as a frown.  

      “It was my fault,” Johnny said, “and actually—” 

      He had meant to tell Marvella that he’d come here looking for her, but she cut him off. “What you sniffing around for, kid? That girl has work to do.” 

      “Sniffing around?” he said. “I wasn’t trying to—” 

      “Save it,” Marvella said. Her good eye drilled into him, as gray and menacing as a storm cloud. “Leave us alone.” 

      “But I came to see you.” 

      “See me? What for?” 

      “I want to be a fighter. I need a trainer. And I hear you’re the best.”  

      “Is that right?” Marvella said with a smile. It wasn’t friendly. “Why you want to be a fighter?” 

      “I don’t know, I—" 

      “That’s no reason,” she said, slashing the air with her cane. “You need money? So does everybody else. Go get a job. A real job. Not fighting.” 

      Ding-ding-ding. 

      “Time!” somebody yelled. “Time in. That’s time.”  

      A second later, the noise erupted again, fighters all over the gym skipping rope and pummeling away. 

      Johnny felt frustrated. He’d gotten off on the wrong foot with this woman. But he wanted to stay, and if he was going to start boxing, he wanted the best trainer… even if she had the personality of a hungry wolf. Friendly coaches were overrated anyway. He didn’t want a friend. He wanted to learn from the best. “I’d like to try.” 

      “Not good enough.”  

      “What I mean is—” 

      “Forget it, kid,” Marvella said. “The streets are full of people who’d like to try. Either you try or you don’t. Nobody gives a shit if you want to try. That’s the oldest, tiredest song in the world, I want to try. Bullshit. What you want doesn’t matter. What you say doesn’t mean shit. Only thing that matters is what you do. Work and winning, that’s all; work and winning. Freddie and me, we got work to do. So leave us alone and go sort out your life.”  

      “Fine,” Johnny said. He wanted to be trained by the best, but he wasn’t going to make an ass of himself, standing there begging and getting berated.  

      Freddie frowned sympathetically but didn’t say a word.  

      He nodded to her, ambled over to the equipment locker, and tossed the gloves back in. Then he paused beside the stinking gear, trying to decide what to do.  

      Should he walk over to Jimmy’s window and pay his dues, the way Vicarus seemed to want him to? Or head back out on the street and have a look around? He could bop over to The Oasis, change into some dry clothes, and then hit a bar, have a few beers, maybe meet some nice girl.

      That sounded all right. He could look for a different gym tomorrow. The way people in Fight Town loved boxing, there was probably one on every corner.  

      That sounded good. But he couldn’t quite bring himself to head for the door. He wanted to— 

      Somebody tapped his shoulder. “Hey buddy, you want some work?” 

      It was the fat guy in the coat. Jobbo, Freddie had called him. Sweat streamed down his puffy face.  

      What the hell was wrong with this guy, working out in winter clothing? It had to be ninety degrees up here, and this guy was dressed for a polar vortex. 

      “No thanks, man,” Johnny said. “I already have a job.” 

      “Nah, buddy,” Jobbo said. His voice was soft and coaxing. “I mean work.” He nodded toward the rings. “Sparring. You want to get some rounds?”    

      “No thanks. First day.”  

      “First day, huh?” His smile was missing a front tooth. “Hey. Welcome to the gym. No shit. Welcome, buddy. But hey, you come here to box, right? Why not get off on the right foot, climb in the ring?” 

      “No thanks.” 

      Jobbo’s smile died. “Come on, big meat. You got me by what, twenty pounds?” 

      Johnny shrugged. He doubted it. Jobbo was a few inches shorter than him, but he was thick through the chest and had a big belly.  

      “Can you punch?” Jobbo asked. 

       “I punch all right.”  

      “Come on then, big meat. You try and punch me in there. I’ll just go light, work my defense.” Jobbo grinned again. “You think you can touch me? No offense, but you look maybe a little slow. I doubt you can touch me even.” 

       That’s when Johnny noticed Marvella watching the interaction from a distance. Her look of contempt decided him. 

      “What the hell,” Johnny said. “I’ll go a few rounds.”
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      Jobbo’s trainer, this light-skinned, rat-eared guy with freckles and an unlit cigar jutting from one corner of a vaguely amused grin, helped Johnny to get ready. At the trainer’s command, a kid maybe seven or eight years old with chewed-up dog ears and a stub tail ran off and fetched a protective cup. Johnny stepped into it and pulled it up over his groin. The thing felt awkward as hell, but he guessed that beat getting hit in the nuts.  

      The kid ran off again. Jobbo’s trainer opened a canister of petroleum jelly started smoothing grease over Johnny's face. 

      “What's that for?" Johnny asked. 

      “Gotta grease you up so you don't get cut," the trainer said, applying more Vaseline to Johnny's eyebrows and nose and cheeks. 

      The whole time, Johnny was thinking I thought we were going light, but he didn’t say anything. He’d already come through the ropes, so he wasn’t going to start half-stepping now, especially not in front of Marvella.  

      Not that the trainer appeared to even know Johnny was in the ring. Every now and then, as Jobbo’s trainer wound cloth wraps over Johnny’s hands, Johnny would look over to where Marvella was leaning on her cane watching Freddie pound a heavy bag with crazy-fast punches.  

      Marvella never so much as glanced in Johnny’s direction, but every now and then Freddie would look at him with nervous eyes. 

      “How’s that feel?" the trainer asked when he finished wrapping Johnny's hands. 

      Johnny smacked his right fist into his left palm. The wraps were tight. They felt good. His fists felt hard, like he could punch through a block wall. Even one filled with cement and rebar. "Good." 

      “All right," the trainer said, taking old leather headgear from the kid, who was back in the ring. "All right, little man. Go get some gloves. Tell Jimmy they’re for me. I got this."

      Then the trainer turned back to Johnny and said, "You got a mouthpiece? No? All right, kid, get the man a mouthpiece, too. Tell Jimmy it’s on me, all right?" 

      The kid ran off again. 

      "Jimmy runs a tight ship," the trainer told Johnny. "He doesn’t let just anybody crawl through the ropes, you understand what I’m saying? Jimmy’s got standards. Like, you get a couple bums come off the street, wanting to work out their aggressions in here? Jimmy’ll kick them out quicker than shit. That's why I like this place." 

      The trainer pulled headgear down on Johnny's head. It got stuck halfway. He took it off, messed with the laces in the back, spread it a little, pulled it down, and retied the bow. 

      It fit. At least until the trainer pulled the leather strap under Johnny's chin and fastened it at the top of his throat. 

      “Feels tight," Johnny said. "It's choking me a little." 

      The trainer grinned. "That's good. It's got a choke you a little. Otherwise, first time you get hit, the headgear’ll spin around. You don’t want cockeyed headgear, you understand what I’m saying?” 

      "Okay," Johnny said. 

      The kid came back with the gloves and mouthpiece.  

      The trainer held one glove open at his side. "Shove your hand in there as deep as you can. That’s it. Now hold still and keep your arm straight."  

      The guy tugged up on the sides of the glove until it was on, then pulled the glove into his stomach and laced it tight, tying the ends in a bow at the back of Johnny’s wrist. He pulled a roll of white medical tape out of his back pocket and wound strips around the cuff of the glove, cinching it to Johnny’s wrist and covering the laces. “Gotta cover them laces. Don’t want somebody getting stuck in the eye." 

      The trainer got Johnny’s other glove fixed up, then busted open the mouthpiece and shoved it into Johnny's mouth. “You’re just going light, but you gotta wear the mouthpiece and everything, you know? Some guys—trainers, I mean—they wouldn’t bother. But me, I like to do things right, be safe, you understand what I’m saying?”  

      Johnny nodded. 

      Jobbo came into the ring, and Johnny stood there waiting for him to get ready.  

      Jobbo had lost the winter coat and cap. His ears were short and pointy with dark brown fur. His body glistened with sweat. He didn’t look so fat now. Yeah, he had a gut, a pretty good one, but he sure didn’t look soft. He rolled his big head on his short, stumpy neck as his trainer pulled the cup into place, adjusting the band in back so it rode over Jobbo’s tail, which was short and bristly with brown fur.

      He’s a bearman, Johnny realized. And what did that mean? Did beast-men possess species-specific strengths and weaknesses?

      Jobbo whirled his thick arms and leaned from side to side, tilting his barrel chest and broad shoulders. He nodded at Johnny and smiled, but despite the smile, he had a belligerent face and a body built for violence. 

      So be it, Johnny thought. He was an easy-going guy himself, but he’d been in several fights and won them all, and if you counted living room brawls with brothers, he’d had about a million more. He wasn’t worried about Jobbo.   

      Man, this was taking forever. He rocked back and forth and shook out his arms. He wanted to try punching with the gloves but didn’t because a bunch of people were watching now, and he would feel stupid, punching the air all dressed up in this equipment.  

      Geared up like this, he felt super awkward. The cup felt huge and cumbersome. Did boxers actually fight in these things? He guessed so and thought he remembered seeing fighters on TV wearing them under their trunks. But you watch the fights, you don’t pay attention to stuff like that; you watch the fighters, the gloves, the punches. You watch guys swing, watch guys go reeling. That was boxing.  

      The headgear was almost as bad. That little strap across his throat grew more and more annoying every second. And the headgear itself made his head feel huge and weird. On TV, the fighters never wore that stuff. 

      The gloves were smaller on TV, too. The things on Johnny's hands looked like gigantic pillows. He doubted either man would be able to hurt the other with these massive things. It would be like punching each other with balloons. He just hoped he could throw a decent punch despite the big, clumsy things. He didn’t want to look like a fool up here, especially if Marvella glanced up. 

      All in all, he felt like a total clown standing there, waiting in wet and stinking clothes with a big old diaper cup around his waist and pillows on his fists, half choking with the chinstrap fastening what felt like a puffy footstool to his head. 

      All right, he thought, hurry up, Jobbo. Let's get this over with. 

      The longer he stood there, the more he regretted agreeing to spar. A stupid and impulsive move, climbing into the ring.  

      Maybe boxing wasn’t the right sport for him, after all. He’d always thought it was kind of cool, and when he’d realized the nature of Fight Town, he’d been excited to try; but what he’d seen of boxing so far, between Rico's weird advance, Marvella's contempt, and the ridiculousness of the sparring gear, made him think he’d made a mistake coming in here.  

      After this, maybe he’d forget all about boxing and figure out a different path in this new world. Paul and Annabelle wanted him to kick ass and get laid, not box. So maybe he’d head to a bar, knock back a few beers, and try to meet a nice girl.  

      If the Vicarus people wanted the thrill of victory thrown in there, it would be easy enough to get into an occasional bar fight. You get a bunch of guys together, start pouring booze, sooner or later somebody always wants to fight. Johnny could oblige them. At least in a bar fight, he wouldn’t have to wear all this stupid protective gear. 

      “All right," Jobbo’s trainer said and beckoned them to the center of the ring. "Okay, you guys are going to work now, yeah? Just put in a few rounds, no big deal, just a little light work, yeah? No dirty stuff, kid. No head butts, no low blows. This isn’t the street, all right? You understand what I’m saying?" 

      Johnny nodded, just wanting to get down to business. 

      "All right,” the trainer said, glancing toward the big wall timer. The green light was on. “You guys got maybe a minute left in this round, okay? Get to your corners. Kid, you’re in the red corner, you understand me? Okay, that’s it.”

      Johnny leaned in the red corner with his arms up on the top ropes. 

      Jobbo’s trainer looked back and forth between them. “When the thirty-second buzzer sounds, you guys come out, touch gloves like it’s the real thing, all right? Then go ahead and mix it up a little. You only got thirty seconds. Nothing big, just a little light work, get a feel for it. Next round, kid, you feel okay, maybe you can step it up a little, you understand what I’m saying?”  

      Johnny nodded, already backing toward the red corner. He just wanted to get down to it, and if this guy didn’t quit flapping his lips, they'd run out of time this round. At the moment, Johnny would rather go toe to toe with Deontay Wilder for thirty seconds than stand there like a clown in all this gear for another minute and a half. 

      The guy finally shut up. Jobbo was hopping up and down a little, so Johnny started doing the same thing. 

      Jobbo’s trainer retreated to the ropes.  

      The thirty-second buzzer sounded, and the light switched from green to yellow. Jobbo’s trainer raised an arm and dropped it. “Ding ding.”  

      Johnny shuffled out, imitating boxers he'd seen before, hands up, moving his head a little bit. He rolled his shoulders, ready to do this. 

      Jobbo held out a glove. Johnny tapped it. Touching gloves was another thing he'd seen on TV. It always struck him kind of funny, a makeshift handshake between two men about to pummel each other. 

      Only they weren’t about to pummel each other, he reminded himself. Hold back on this guy. Don't smash his face or anything. You agreed to some light work.  

      And then, just like that, the whole world exploded. Johnny's head snapped back, full of white sparks as if he’d grabbed a live wire with his teeth. He'd stumbled halfway across the ring before he understood Jobbo had nailed him with a right hand. 

      A hard right hand. 

      Reflexively, Johnny ducked his head as Jobbo came rushing forward, swinging again. Johnny barely got under the punch. Then Jobbo’s body slammed into him, and the next thing Johnny knew, he was down on his ass, not from the punch but bowled over by the body check. 

      Beyond the ropes, people laughed and called out to Jobbo, cracking jokes. 

      Jobbo backed off a few steps, jumping up and down and thumping his gloves together. 

      “What the hell?" Johnny tried to say through the mouthpiece. "I thought we were going easy. What the hell?" 

      Jobbo’s trainer came over and helped him to his feet. "No knockdown," he called as if informing judges at ringside. "That was a slip. Just a slip. You good, kid?" 

      By that time, Johnny’s shock had worn off.  

      Now, he was pissed.  

      Jobbo wanted to go at it hard? Fine. Time to give the bearman a taste of his own medicine.  

      The trainer wiped off Johnny’s gloves then stepped between the fighters, one arm raised. He stepped back and dropped his arm. “Box!”   

      Johnny rushed forward and swung his right with everything he had, trying to take Jobbo’s head off. 

      But Jobbo’s head wasn't there anymore. It dipped under the punch, and a cannonball slammed into Johnny's gut. 

      The air went out of his lungs. He doubled up from the pain and concussion of the uppercut, but he would be damned if he’d go down. 

      The next thing he knew he was against the ropes, hunched into himself, trying to cover up with the big pillow gloves and biting down hard on the mouthpiece as Jobbo hammered him with thunderous shots. 

      Johnny wanted to punch back, but the incoming punches never let up. They pounded him in the arms and ribs and the sides of his head, thumping against the clunky headgear. The body shots were brutal, and the clubbing headshots felt like electrical shocks.  

      This wasn’t like boxing. It was like getting mugged.  

      Johnny knew if he moved either glove to counterpunch, Jobbo would nail him clean, so he just covered up, waiting for the son of a bitch to quit swinging.  

      Then, before Johnny had a chance to fire back, the bell rang.
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      All at once, the punches stopped coming.  

      Jobbo crossed the ring and stood there, hopping up and down, grinning and smashing his gloves together.  

      Johnny spit out his mouthpiece. “The fuck, man?” He panted, badly out of breath. They’d only gone at it for half a minute, but it felt like an hour. “What the fuck was that? I thought you said we were going light?” 

      “You’re all right,” the trainer said, picking up the mouthpiece. He walked over and patted Johnny’s back. “Good job in there, kid. You’re all right, you know that? Hey, we’ll just cool it down, all right, guys?” 

      He turned to Jobbo, who nodded.  

      Then the trainer turned back to Johnny and raised his voice loud enough so everyone at ringside could hear. “Unless you’ve had enough, huh? Jobbo didn’t scare you, right?”

      The trainer let out a fake laugh.

      Johnny felt like smashing him in his grinning face.

      The trainer patted Johnny’s shoulder. “I didn’t mean it like that, kid, you understand what I’m saying? It’s just some guys come in here, they think they’re tough, and thirty seconds is all it takes, you know? Thirty seconds in the ring against a real man, and they all of the sudden know they’re not really so tough after all, that maybe they aren’t cut out for fighting, maybe they should just watch instead.” 

      Johnny heard a smattering of laughter from outside the ring. The kid who’d fetched the gear stood on the ring apron just the other side of the ropes, grinning and studying him, looking, with his ragged ears and gleaming eyes, like some little goblin. A couple dozen people stood on the floor, watching. A few looked disgusted. Most were laughing and pointing at Johnny.  

      Beyond them, Marvella watched with no expression on her face. Beside her, Freddie leaned against the bag, watching Johnny with worried eyes.  

      “I’m good,” Johnny told Jobbo’s trainer. “Let’s do this.”  

      “My man,” the trainer said, clapping him on the back and shoving the mouthpiece in place again. “I knew you was tough just looking at you.” 

      The bell rang.  

      Johnny went back out, driven by anger and weighed down by sudden exhaustion. His arms and legs felt heavy. The gloves and cup and headgear felt clumsier than ever. The strap half-choked him, and the mouthpiece filled his mouth like it was trying to finish the job.  

      Despite his anger, he didn’t just go rushing at Jobbo. He’d learned that lesson the hard way.  

      He had to keep moving. He was taller than Jobbo, and his arms were longer. He had to keep moving and use his reach and stay off the ropes.  

      That was the big thing. Stay off the ropes. No matter what.  

      Because he never wanted to feel so trapped, so helpless again. Out in the open, at least he could mix it up and keep moving.  

      Jobbo came at him bobbing and weaving like a drunken orangutan, his gloves tight to his grinning face in a peekaboo style.  

      Johnny snapped out a left jab the way slick fighters did on TV and started to dance away.  

      But somehow, Jobbo cut him off. 

      Johnny jabbed again and backed away, and Jobbo came barreling at him, winging shots with both hands.  

      One caught Johnny in the arm. Another slammed against the side of his head. More sparks.  

      He felt his back touch the ropes and shot away like a hand touching a hot stove.  

      Fuck the ropes. That’s where tired fighters went to die. 

      Jobbo chased after him. 

      Johnny stuck to the plan, moving his feet and jabbing, but Jobbo was way faster than he would’ve guessed, and the bearman slipped or batted away all of Johnny’s punches with disconcerting ease.  

      Suddenly, Johnny realized he was in a corner. He grunted, pinned in place by another barrage of hard punches that hammered his head and body.  

      Jobbo leaned into his chest, resting for a second, and Johnny fired an uppercut.  

      Jobbo twisted, caught the uppercut on his forearm, and fired back one of his own. 

      Johnny’s face exploded. That’s what it felt like. The glove hit him clean, there was an explosion of pain and light. Instantly, he knew Jobbo had broken his face.  

      He grabbed hold of Jobbo and clinched until the trainer pulled them apart.  

      Johnny began circling. His nose throbbed, and he could feel hot blood running down his face. He tasted its iron tang on his lips and in the back of his throat where he was now choking on mucus. His nose itself felt like it was plugged shut. To get a breath, he had to open his mouth.  

      Jobbo came at him again.  

      Johnny threw a one-two.  

      The jab missed but the right landed pretty good against Jobbo’s headgear. Jobbo didn’t seem to notice, winging shots and spinning Johnny’s head around with a blistering hook that nearly knocked him off his feet.  

      Realizing he was close to the ropes again, Johnny hurried toward the center, gasping for air through the massive mouthpiece, his arms weighed down by the gigantic gloves.  

      The round stretched on forever.  

      People around the ring hooted and hollered, catcalling and talking smack, laughing at Johnny and egging on Jobbo, who needed no egging on at all.  

      The guy just kept coming.  

      Johnny fought through his fatigue, wanting to nail the son of a bitch, but none of his punches landed clean. They just grazed the big head, which never quit moving.  

      Meanwhile, Jobbo’s punches continued to slam home. A shot to the gut, a hook to the ribs, a wicked right to the side of the head.  

      A few times the punches rocked Johnny, but he refused to go down. Fuck that.  

      Jobbo was way better than he’d expected. Dude could crack and his hands were way quicker than Johnny ever would’ve guessed. And skilled. The way he dipped those punches and attacked from different angles, he was skilled, all right. 

      Johnny had made a stupid mistake, looking at the guy’s gut and the winter coat and writing him off as a tubby lunatic.

      Then he’d made another mistake, believing the bearman’s bullshit about going light. This was a setup, pure and simple. Johnny was new meat, and Jobbo was chewing him up for his own sick pleasure and the entertainment of all the hooting assholes at ringside.  

      Well, Johnny couldn’t do much about that now, but he sure as fuck wouldn’t give the guy the satisfaction of going down. And he’d rather die than quit.  

      So the round progressed through eternity, Jobbo chasing and occasionally walloping him, Johnny moving and gasping for air and choking on bloody snot, trying and largely failing to counter punch. 

      Then, a thousand years later, when the thirty-second buzzer finally rang, Johnny decided to finish strong.  He desperately wanted to nail this guy at least once.  

      But he was exhausted. His lungs burned, and his arms felt like he was wearing lead sleeves.  

      So he waited ten or fifteen seconds before making his move. Then, as Jobbo came surging in again, Johnny threw caution to the wind, squared his feet, and started winging hooks as hard as he could.  

      The two of them stood toe to toe, banging away, each pounding the other. Johnny’s head jerked back and forth, exploding again and again, but he kept punching, biting down hard on the mouthpiece and giving it everything he had.  

      One of his punches smashed into Jobbo’s temple. It was a great shot. He felt his fist slam clean against the asshole’s skull, felt it smash home like a sledgehammer, and felt something else, too, like a wobble shooting out of his hand through Jobbo.

      Suddenly the moment broke, the two of them uncoupling as Jobbo stumbled sideways, arms flailing. He looked up at Johnny, an odd look on his face. 

      Fear. Sheer fucking panic.  

      Jobbo was hurt bad and scared shitless that Johnny, this new-meat nobody he’d been pounding, was going to finish him.  

      “Oh shit!” people at ringside chorused.  

      Johnny stood there like an idiot, staring at his dazed opponent.  

      Go get him, dumbass, he berated himself, but his legs were made of granite and his arms were tired, so tired, and he couldn’t breathe…  

      He doubled down and hurried forward, determined to knock Jobbo on his ass. 

      The bell rang.  

      Too late, he thought bitterly. Too fucking late!  

      He watched with disappointment as Jobbo shook off the damage, laughing as he strutted back to his corner, chased by his trainer, who was suddenly talking in whispers.  

      Around the ring, people clapped.  

      “Boy rang your bell, Jobbo!” somebody shouted.  

      Johnny backpedaled into the red corner. He wished he could take out the mouthpiece. He wished he had a bucket. He had to spit. He was choking on blood and mucus. And that fucking strap felt tighter than ever. 

      But most of all, he was shot. He’d nailed Jobbo, but now he was shot. He felt like he couldn’t even lift his arms.  

      Jobbo’s trainer came over. “Good punch, kid. Real good punch. How about one more round?”  

      Johnny just looked at him. He’d rather gargle razor blades than go another round. But he didn’t want Jobbo thinking he was scared.  

      “Yeah,” the trainer said, clapping his shoulder. “Just one more round. You got a real good punch, kid. Real good. Hey, who’s your trainer? You need one, huh?” 

      “Hey kid,” a voice called from behind them.  

      Johnny looked over his shoulder and saw Marvella standing on the ring apron, leaning over the ropes, staring at him with seeming concern. “Come here.” 

      He staggered over.  

      Marvella looked at his face, touching him gently. “Your nose is broken, kid.” 

      She held up a finger. “Follow my finger with your eyes. No, don’t move your head. Just your eyes, all right?”  

      She moved it back and forth several times.  

      Johnny tracked it with his eyes.  

      “You’re all right,” she said, rubbing a hand on his jaw.  

      Suddenly, he realized his jaw hurt. Hurt like hell, in fact. Why hadn’t he noticed that before? And come to think of it, his whole body hurt now. It felt like a mule had kicked him in the ribs.   

      “Open your mouth, kid,” Marvella said softly. She pulled out his mouthpiece and called over her shoulder for Freddie to fetch a bucket.  

      Johnny hauled in some much-needed air then spit in the bucket when Marvella told him to.  

      She held up a bottle of water and gave him a squirt. And that was good, because he’d never been so thirsty in all his life.  

      “Real heart in there, kid,” someone said from behind her.  

      “Yeah, good punch,” someone else added. 

      “Almost had him.” 

      Marvella frowned and shook her head. Then she told him to open and close his mouth.  

      It hurt and felt misaligned.  

      “Your jaw’s sprained. It’ll tighten up on you tonight, and it’ll hurt to chew, but it ain’t broke. Jimmy keeps zip back there. You got five bucks?”

      He shook his head. 

      The bell rang.  

      “He’s done,” Marvella called across the ring.  

      Freddie took the bucket and handed her a towel, and Marvella wiped Johnny’s face gently, almost lovingly.  

      She led him through the ropes and down the steps away from the crowd, chastising him like a mother. “What were you thinking, getting in the ring with Jobbo? He’s a pro.”  

      Johnny rubbed his jaw. “He said we’d go light…” 

      “And you believed him? You dumb, kid, or just a sucker?” 

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe both.” 

      Marvella frowned at him. “Well, you got a chin, I’ll give you that. And you got a little heart, too. Can’t teach heart. You either got it or you don’t, and you got it. But then again, like they say, if you’re going to be dumb, you gotta be tough.” 

      Johnny nodded, not really sure why he was nodding.  

      Marvella gave him another shot of water and wiped off his face again, then stood there looking at him and shaking her head. “Go home. Ice that jaw. And don’t come back here. You’re no fighter.” 

      He just looked at her, sudden stubbornness rising in him.   

      Marvella turned away. “If you’re as dumb as I think, and you do come back, you stay away from Jobbo and Rico and come see me. I got a soft spot for stupid kids. You’ll never be a contender, but at least maybe I can keep you from getting killed until you wise up enough to quit.”
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      After the gym, Johnny crossed the street to The Oasis, where he barely managed to climb the stairs and get into his room. He was hurting pretty bad and exhausted like never before.   

      He sat on the bed for a while, head throbbing, replaying the night’s events in his mind. 

      He was pissed.  

      Pissed at Jobbo for luring him into the ring; pissed at Jobbo’s trainer for letting it go down; and most of all, pissed at himself for falling into their trap.   

      Johnny wasn't stupid by nature, but tonight, he’d been dumber than hell. Why had he trusted Jobbo? Why had he gotten into the ring with a stranger when he’d never even boxed before? 

      Part of it was Jobbo’s lie. Part was his appearance.  

      Part was Johnny’s faith in himself. In all fairness, he had never lost a fight before.  

      But there had been something else at work, too, he realized now. The fact that he was in a game world had boosted his confidence.  

      He hadn't put much thought into it at the time, but on some level, he'd been running on the assumption that Vicarus wanted to please its subscribers.  

      That made sense, right? Happy subscribers would mean more subscribers, and more subscribers would mean more money. 

      So yeah, he had assumed this world was set up to please its riders. 

      After all, Paul and Annabelle hadn’t said, Beware of the man in the winter coat. They’d said, Be bold! Kick ass!   

      Honestly, the whole Jobbo thing had felt like a setup.  

      And, as it turned out, it had been a setup.  

      But not the type of setup he’d been expecting. He hadn’t thought he was being lured into the ring by some gloved psycho. He had foolishly assumed this was a world full of scripted opportunities for him to show his stuff, get some easy credits, and level up–or whatever you called it here in Vicarus Land—and thereby provide a thrilling experience for his subscribers. 

      But that clearly had not been the case. He had been lured into the ring by an opponent several notches above him, a guy who didn’t look like much but who ended up being very much indeed.  

      Almost too much to handle. 

      Well, it had happened, and he couldn’t change that now. Nor would he want to change the night’s events. Because they had taught him a valuable lesson.  

      Whatever else Vicarus was, it was realistic. It wasn't going to cut him any slack just because he was new.   

      He had to rethink the whole thing, had to remember this wasn’t just a game but actually some kind of life replacement system. And based on what the prospectors had told him and what he had experienced here, maybe in the last century, the big heads who ran Vicarus had figured out that people like living more than leveling up. 

      As in real living, ass whippings included.  

      Thinking back across what Paul and Annabelle and numerous people here in Fight Town had said, he detected a theme.  

      People want to earn their loot, Annabelle told him.

      Lucinda chimed in, There ain’t no free rides in Fight Town!

      Work now, win later, the gym banner declared.

      Bottom line, he would have to earn his way here.  

      That was fine. He hadn’t been born with a silver spoon in his mouth. If he had, his father would have yanked it out the day Johnny was born and pawned it for a bottle of whiskey.   

      Johnny had always worked. His family and friends always seemed to be just scraping by. Honestly, he’d never given it much thought. That was life. Knocking around, working hard, living for the weekend and praying the brakes in your beater didn’t go.  

      So real life had apparently prepared him for this simulated world.  

      And Jobbo’s punches had tattooed the lesson onto Johnny’s brain.  

      You couldn't be stupid in this world. You couldn't be sloppy. 

      Johnny couldn't assume that just because he was a… what? A player? A main character? Whatever the hell he was supposed to be in this Vicarus set up, he couldn’t assume things would be okay. 

      Because he had not made quick work of Jobbo. He had gotten his ass handed to him. 

      His nose was broken. His ribs were bruised, maybe even cracked. Every inch of him from his belt line to the top of his head hurt. His jaw throbbed. So did his teeth. He kept getting distracted by the swelling around his eyes, his own bruised flesh jutting into his field of vision. 

      He laughed. That hurt, too. 

      He lay back on the bed beneath a heavy blanket of pain and anger, and blinked up at the water-stained ceiling, thinking, You dumb son of a bitch, you dumb bastard. 

      Yeah, he'd been stupid. And yeah, he’d gotten his ass kicked. 

      But at least he'd caught Jobbo at the end. He'd caught him good. 

      He remembered the moment, squaring up and going toe to toe, knocking it hard, both guys locked in place, taking shots and giving shots, everything on the line; and then, the punch, the glorious punch and the way it felt when his fist smashed into Jobbo’s head. Then came that other feeling, that wonderful feeling of impact, lines of destruction fracturing away from his hand as Jobbo’s electrical and muscular systems hiccupped.  

      Landing a punch like that is kind of like when you’re a kid and you’re blindfolded, and you swing the bat and crack a piñata and feel it give for the first time and know that candy will soon come gushing out. Only, landing the punch was so much better, sweeter even than candy to a six-year-old; landing a shot like that was the sweetest feeling in the world, even if he'd taken a beating to get to that point, maybe even especially because he’d taken the beating. 

      That punch hadn’t just rocked Jobbo, it had also extricated Johnny. It was even sweeter than the moment a drowning man breaks the surface and pulls his burning lungs full of air. Because in this case, he hadn’t just clawed his way back to the air, he’d also turned tables on the guy trying to drown him.

      And hanging in there and landing that shot and nearly putting Jobbo on his ass, it said something. It said something to Jobbo and his trainer and everyone else in the gym: the weird ass mongrel kid, everybody standing around laughing at him, and to Marvella, Freddie, and even Johnny himself. 

      It said, I am here.

      It said, Take me seriously.  

      And when you got down to it, isn’t that what every man wants? For everyone, including himself, to take him seriously?  

      These thoughts passed through his head without much effort or contemplation, washing over him as naturally as his pain. 

      He would take himself seriously. Just as he would take the world and all its Jobbos seriously.  

      There was a lot to learn.

      Johnny woke in the middle of the night.  

      He hadn’t realized he’d fallen asleep in the first place. He lay atop the bed in the latticed illumination of yellow light falling through his blinds, still dressed in his stinking, blood-spattered restaurant clothes. 

      Everything hurt. He coughed, choking on the thick, foul mass draining from his shattered nose down the back of his throat. Stiff and sore, head throbbing with every beat of his heart, he rose and went into the bathroom and spat in the sink. The mucus was dark with blood and clung stubbornly as he ran the tap and rinsed the porcelain.  

      Johnny cupped his hands and scooped water in his mouth and swished it around and spat, then sipped more and gargled and spat again, then splashed cold water onto his face, washing away the blood and grime. 

      Finally, he looked at his face in the mirror.  

      What a mess.   

      He’d never been so thirsty in all his life. He cupped more water in his hands, raised it to his lips and sipped, then took the little glass from the edge of the sink and filled it and drank, filled it, drank again, filled it, drank again. Then he stood there breathing hard and staring at his battered face and poking its savaged features here and there.  

      His nose was the worst. Just below the bone, the snapped cartilage lay flat against his face then twisted so the tip of his nose, now bulbous and purple with bruising, pointed to the left. Laying his hands to either side, he tried straightening the crooked mess but didn’t have much luck.   

      It hurt, pulling his shirt up over his head, and he realized his neck was stiff as hell. It felt like he’d been in a car accident and suffered whiplash. 

      He unbuckled his pants and let them drop to the floor, kicked off his shoes, peeled the black socks from his feet, and dropped his drawers, leaving it all piled on the bathroom floor. He didn't have the energy to clean up now. 

      He stared at the shower, knowing he needed one.  

      He poured another glass of water and sipped it, staring at the shower stall, wanting to stand in the steamy spray and wash away the blood and sweat and stink, but he was just too tired. So instead, he just stood there, leaning against the sink and drinking water until he hobbled back into the main room and fell asleep buck naked atop the bed, too tired to even get under the sheets.
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      Thump, thump, thump.  

      The punches kept coming.  

      The dream was not a precise reenactment of his sparring match with Jobbo; it was more the feel of being in the gym, of being in the ring, people with indistinct faces talking in garbled words. People egging him on, trying to lure him into destruction.  

      There were flashes of Marvella.  

      Marvella doubting him, frowning, then touching his face gently, her dark eyes full of surprising compassion.  

      And then more punches. 

      Thump, thump, thump.   

      A vicious blur came at him, smashed into him, pummeled him.  

      Johnny swung wildly, trying to fight back, but he couldn't see and couldn’t breathe. His gloves were enormous, as big as couch cushions, as big as whole couches, huge and heavy and soft, and no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't land a punch. 

      Thump, thump, thump.  

      Johnny opened his eyes. At least part way, which was as far as they would open, thanks to their swollen state.  

      That's when he realized the thump-thump-thump sound he was hearing, the sound his drifting mind had incorporated into the dream as punches, was actually real. 

      Someone was knocking on a door.  

      His door.  

      Which rattled now. He heard a muffled voice calling through the door and a faint jangling and metal scraping against metal and understood someone was unlocking the door.  

      Meanwhile, Johnny lay atop the bed as naked and bloody as a half-butchered hog. He tried to speak, tried to tell whoever it was to hold on, but his voice stuck in his throat, jammed there behind a wad of bloody phlegm.  

      The door opened a crack, and a woman's voice called softly, "Housekeeping." 

      Johnny grabbed a fistful of comforter and pulled it over his lap.  

      The door swung open, and Millie stepped inside wearing her frilly, black-and-white uniform. As soon as she saw him, the slim maid gave a little gasp and raised a hand to her face, startled again. 

      Johnny managed to grin and raised one hand. “We gotta stop meeting like this,” he croaked. 

      Millie blushed and half-turned, looking pointedly away from him, and started backing out of the room. "I'm so sorry to disturb you, sir. I knocked, but there was no answer. I'll come back later."  

      "Wait, Millie. Hold on, please." 

      She hesitated and looked at him, her big purple eyes going wide as she registered his battered state. "Are you okay, sir?" 

      "I'm all right," he said. “Just a little banged up is all.” 

      “A little banged up?” Millie said, clearly disagreeing with his assessment. “Do you need help, sir? Want me to fetch you a doctor?” 

      For some reason, this struck Johnny funny. It was so old-timey, the notion of fetching a doctor. Where he came from, if you were busted up, you headed to the Urgent Care or ER. But here, apparently, doctors still made house calls even at… 

      “What time is it?” he asked, finger combing his hair. Even that hurt.  

      “Ten,” Millie said. “A little after ten. Do you need help, sir?” 

      He shook his head. Man, was his neck sore. “No thanks, Millie. I'm all right.” 

      “Were you set upon by ruffians?” 

      He laughed. “Ruffians? No. I went to the gym.” 

      She sighed dramatically, clearly relieved. “I was so afraid you'd been set upon by ruffians.” 

      “Does this place have a laundry?” 

      “Yes, there's a coin-op in the basement. Would you like me to take some things down and throw them in for you? It’s the least I can do, you poor man.”  

      He eyed her for a second through his swollen eyes, thinking how innocent she looked. But as a maid in a cheap motel, Millie had to have seen her share of unsavory things. 

      “I'd really appreciate that. Thanks.”  

      Millie smiled. “Well, I'll be happy to help. If you just gather everything up, I’ll take it straight down and get it washing.” 

      Johnny grinned. “Maybe you’d better step outside for a minute. All I got on under this comforter is my birthday suit.” 

      Millie’s purple eyes swelled, and her pale face blushed bright pink. “I'm sorry, sir. Let me give you your privacy.” 

      She started to step through the door again.  

      “Hey, Millie, hold on for a second, please. Quit apologizing. You didn’t do anything wrong. Look, if you don't mind waiting outside for just a minute, I’ll get up and get dressed and gather those things. What’s it cost?” 

      “A penny a load.” 

      “A penny a load,” he echoed, resisting the urge to shake his head. Prices here were going to take some getting used to. “Thanks. I really appreciate it.” 

      “Okay, sir, I'll be right outside.” Millie left and closed the door behind her. 

      Johnny stood, feeling even stiffer and sorer than he had the night before. The unquenchable thirst returned, raging as it had when he’d stood in the bathroom pounding water like a man straight out of a desert.  

      He gathered his clothes, embarrassed by the state of them, the balled-up mess, the blood, the stink of working and fighting.  

      Suddenly, he wished he hadn't asked Millie to do his washing. It had sounded nice since he was so banged up, but man, this was embarrassing.  

      Still, Millie struck him as the type of person who might get upset if he changed his mind now. She’d probably think it was her fault if he did, probably think she’d done something wrong and bothered him or lost his trust.  

      So he went to his battered suitcase and pulled on white boxer shorts, his other pair of pants, and another tight white tank top. Then he emptied the pockets of his dirty pants onto the bed, plucked a dime from the pile, and carried it and his dirty laundry over to the door. 

      Millie accepted the unspeakable bundle without so much as a twitch of her mouse ears or a wrinkle of her tiny little button nose. The girl might've been worried about Johnny's injuries, but she sure wasn't squeamish. 

      “Oh,” she said, and suddenly her expression was troubled, “you shouldn't put these nice pants in the washing machine. They need to be dry cleaned.” 

      “All right. How much is that?” 

      “Three cents, generally, unless you have some special instructions or something.” 

      “Nothing special.” 

      Millie smiled. “The place we use is just a block away, over on the corner of 8th and Holyfield. They’re real good. Real fast, too. If I run them over now, you'll probably have them back by two, three o'clock. Four at the latest. We give them a lot of business.” 

      “All right. Thanks. That would be great, Millie.” 

      She smiled and curtseyed as if he’d complimented her little black-and-white uniform. “I am happy to serve, sir.”   

      “It's Johnny, please. My friends call me Johnny.” 

      Millie dipped her head and blushed again for some reason. “Okay… Johnny. These other clothes I can do in a single load, so it’ll be four cents all-in.” 

      He handed her the dime. “Keep the change, Millie.”  

      Her face lit up. “Thank you, sir.”  

      Johnny grinned. “Please call me Johnny. You call me ‘sir,’ I feel like a cat in a turtleneck.” 

      Millie laughed softly. It was a pretty sound he realized he’d like to hear again. “Thank you, Johnny.”  

      After she left, he drank about a hundred gallons of water, put on some socks and shoes, left the room, and headed down to the five and dime.  

      His jaw was sore as hell. It felt swollen and crooked.  

      Out on the street and in the store, people saw his bruised and misshapen face and did a double take.  

      Initially, it was embarrassing. But he soon realized that while they were doing double takes, they weren’t exactly staring. People looked at him, looked again, and went about their business.  

      And as he went about his, he started to understand why they were taking his injuries in stride. Because he wasn't the only guy sporting a black eye or crooked nose. In fact, he saw several people with banged-up faces. 

      Fight town, he thought. No joke. 

      He bought some workout clothes, a bunch of bananas, and a bottle of aspirin. By the time he headed out the door, his mindset had shifted. Because he knew the citizens of Fight Town saw his injuries for what they were—damage he’d incurred honestly, fighting in the gym—their lingering stares triggered not shame but grim pride. 

      He took two aspirin, crunching them up dry, and masked their bitterness with a bite of banana. 

      You know you jacked up your jaw when it hurts to eat a banana.  

      Johnny gutted it out, eating as he strolled back to The Oasis, pondering the mysteries of life, chief among them the fact that despite having drunk approximately ten thousand gallons of water he still hadn't taken a leak since leaving work the night before. 

      “You look like shit,” Lucinda said as he passed her near the empty pool.  

      “Thanks,” he said.  

      “What did you do, get drunk and jump off the diving board?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Bananas are constipating,” she called after him.  

      Johnny went upstairs and ate another banana and drank more water and paced back and forth, restless. He shook out his arms and threw a few punches. His ribs ached with every motion. 

      After a while, when he finally took a leak, it was pink with blood.  

      He shook his head.  

      What had he gotten himself into here?  

      Boxing was no joke.  

      But even after one session where he’d made a fool of himself, he was hooked. He knew that, throwing another combination despite the pain it caused.

      It had nothing to do with the Vicarus people wanting him to box. It had, initially. But now, it was personal. He’d tried it, failing yet also landing that heavy shot and rocking Jobbo.

      He’d seen the worst and the best and wanted to see everything in between.

      It was a worthwhile pursuit, something you put your whole life into and still come up short. That appealed to him. Powerfully, in fact.

      He had a lot to learn. Because he didn’t just want to box. He wanted to win.  

      At least he’d managed to land Marvella as a trainer.  

      Of course, she said he’d quit.  

      But she didn’t know Johnny, didn’t know him at all.
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      At work, the waitresses fussed over Johnny, telling him it broke their hearts, seeing his face so badly bruised and trying to get him to promise he would never go back in the boxing gym again. 

      Johnny just grinned at them. He was heading back to the gym after work.  

      Except this time, he’d stop in at The Oasis first and change into the shorts and sneakers he’d bought at the five and dime. And needless to say, he wouldn’t climb through the ropes again, not banged up like he was.  

      The cooks and busboys asked him a million questions. They were all, every last one of them, boxing fans. A few had even tried the sport.

      Orlando, a trim busboy with an easy smile, otter blood, and a pronounced scar over one eye, fought actively out of the 8th Street Gym. He grinned as Johnny answered questions honestly, then asked, “Who’d you spar?” 

      When Johnny told him, everything changed.  

      “You went toe to toe with Jobbo?” Orlando asked, clearly impressed.  

      Johnny nodded, not bothering to add, And I almost put him on his ass. 

      “He didn’t stop you?”

      “Nope.”

      “He drop you?” 

      Johnny shook his head.  

      After that, everybody started treating Johnny differently. They had been friendly from the get-go, but now there was something else, too; an excitement approaching deference infused into their friendliness, and, in the case of Orlando, a grounded, collegial bond of sorts.  

      The waitresses kept smiling at Johnny and stealing glances, tails twitching, and their fawning shifted into overdrive. A few girls even popped onto tiptoes to kiss his bruised cheeks, pouting sweetly over their poor Johnny.  

      Yeah, it was ridiculous, but it was kind of nice, too. Suddenly, he felt like he belonged. Beyond that, he felt like more than a dishwasher. He felt like a fighter, and here in Fight Town, as in his heart, that meant something. 

      Halfway through Johnny’s shift, Lou stopped in to talk to him.  

      “What were you, in a train wreck?” the old man teased, and now Johnny was pointedly aware of the old man’s scarred eyes, crooked nose, and cauliflower ears. “I have to hear from the kitchen grapevine that you’re going to the gym?” 

      Johnny shrugged, spraying off a plate pink with blood. It was prime rib night. Despite his pain, he was feeling pretty good. “Didn’t know anybody would care.” 

      “Didn’t know anybody would care, he says,” Lou chuckled. “This is Fight Town, my boy. Work and family, life and death… these are mere distractions. What we love here, what we love with all our crooked hearts, is boxing. So tell me, Johnny, are you any good?” 

      Johnny shrugged again. “I aim to find out.” 

      “He aims to find out!” Lou laughed. He turned and caught a passing waitress, Ginny, by the arm. “This boy, huh? Did you see his face before he got it ruined in the ring? A face like an angel, right?” 

      Ginny blushed, smiling at Johnny, her spotted doe ears quivering. “Johnny’s handsome. All the girls say so.” 

      Lou rolled his eyes. “Handsome, she says. You look in the mirror today, Johnny? Did you see a handsome face looking back at you? No, you did not. You saw what I see, a mess! But this girl, this beautiful young girl with her whole life in front of her, she looks at you, calls you handsome. That, my boy, is the power of boxing in Fight Town. May God bless you and protect you in the ring. Who’s your trainer?” 

      When Johnny explained he was training with Marvella, Lou clapped his hands. “The best. That’s what Marvella is, the absolute best. A tigress in her day, let me tell you, but now? The best. That’s all. Okay? It’s a shame what happened to her in the ring. But that’s neither here nor there now, is it? No. Marvella is the best. Does she stop fights sometimes maybe a bit early? Sure, but who can blame her after what happened? You hit the jackpot with Marvella, Johnny. She’s the only trainer in Fight Town who actually loves her fighters.” 

      “I’m lucky to have her.” 

      “Lucky, he says. This guy. You’re all right, Johnny. You know that? And you must have something special for Marvella to pick you up, that’s what I say. What do you weigh? 190? 200? You’ll fight at middleweight, maybe super middle. I don’t think Marvella will let you go as high as light heavy. Only maybe in the novice division, who knows? Forget it. Right now, you need your strength. Tell you what. Prime rib, that’s what you’ll have. Ginny? Ginny, bring this boy some prime rib. He’s earned it.” 

      Johnny shook his head at Ginny. “Thanks, Lou. I really appreciate the offer, but I gotta be honest, my jaw’s all banged up. I could never chew it.”

      “Never chew it? Ginny, get the plate. Softer than pudding, that’s how soft my prime rib is.”

      Johnny shrugged. “All right. Thanks.”   

      “Don’t worry about it. You’re welcome. But this guy you sparred, Jobbo, I know him. I’ve seen him fight is what I mean. Not a bad fighter. Terrible, but not bad. Heavy hands but no brains. What is he, an ape?”

      “A bear, I think.”

      Lou nodded. “A bear. Heavy hands. So you’re all busted up. You don’t have to tell me. I know. No money for the healer, huh?”

      Johnny shook his head. “Not till payday.”

      Lou clapped him on the shoulder. “An advance I’ll give you. Orlando, go across the street and get him a five-dollar zip. That ought to patch up most of the worst, my boy. What do you say?”

      Johnny considered the proposition. Five dollars was a lot here, but he was hurting, and he didn’t want his injuries holding him back at work or in the gym. “Thanks, Lou. That would be great.”
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      “All right, kid,” Marvella said, leaning on her cane and staring at him dubiously. “Let’s see your stance.” 

      Johnny put his left foot forward and raised his fists.  

      Marvella frowned. “Didn’t you learn anything sparring Jobbo?” 

      Johnny shrugged.  

      “Freddie, show this kid the ropes before he gives me a fucking migraine.” Shaking her head with disgust, Marvella limped off, struck a heavy bag with her cane, and told the guy hitting it to quit showboating and work his combinations. “Punches, not poses.”  

      Despite the heat, Freddie jumped rope in gray sweatpants and a baggy gray sweatshirt with the hood pulled up. At Marvella’s command, the purple-haired fighter threw down her rope and came over, sweat pouring down her pretty face. She slapped Johnny’s shoulder. “You, my friend, look like shit.” 

      “Thanks,” Johnny laughed. “And you look… warm.”  

      “The word you’re looking for is hot.” Freddie cocked a hip and grinned at him, catching the tip of her pink tongue between her bright white teeth. “But yeah, I gotta sweat. I’m a couple of pounds overweight and have a fight coming up.”  

      Johnny quirked a brow, thinking if there was one thing Freddie didn’t look, it was overweight. She looked like a skinny tomboy swimming in her dad’s big clothes. But Johnny kept his mouth shut, sticking to one of the few immutable, irrefutable laws of the universe: no intelligent man shall speaketh on a woman’s weight.  

      Freddie taught him how to stand: feet a shoulder width apart, body bladed away from his opponent, elbows in, knees bent, weight distributed evenly and mostly toward the balls of the feet.

      As he moved, he was thankful Lou had spotted him five bucks. His face still looked bad, but he didn’t care about that. More importantly, as soon as he’d drunk the zip, most of his pain and stiffness disappeared.

      “Then you have your three main rules of boxing,” Freddie said. “Hands up, chin down, and ass off the floor.”  

      Johnny grinned. “Thanks for the pointers. You said you got a fight coming up. You ever fight before?” 

      She nodded, reached up, and touched his face gently, tucking his chin closer to his left shoulder. “I’m 4-0.”  

      “That’s pretty good.” 

      “I know, right?” she said. “This will be my last fight at novice.”

      “You’re turning pro?”

      “No, silly. Not yet. I’ll still be in the amateurs, but I’ll be in the open class. In the novice division, you fight other beginners. After your fifth fight, they throw you to the sharks. Your first fight in the opens, you could face someone with six fights or six hundred.”

      She circled him and touched different parts of his body, making small adjustments to his fists and hips and feet. “Try turning that lead foot in a little. That’s it. See how your body naturally follows? The shoulder, the gut? All right. Now rock back and forth. No—don’t bounce. Just rock. Like this.” 

      Freddie came back around front and got into her stance, turning sideways so he could see the motion of her smooth rocking. She started moving her head, bobbing and weaving as if evading invisible punches.  

      “You gotta move your head. Never be a stationary target.” 

      He tried, feeling ridiculous. 

      “Slow it down a little,” Freddie said. “You look like a chicken trying to walk sideways.” 

      Johnny slowed it down, still feeling ridiculous.  

      “That’s better, slow it down. And don’t just go back and forth. You fall into a pattern, your opponent will time you, you got me?” 

      Johnny nodded, varying his head movement, trying to mirror the things she was doing. 

      “Better. Fighters develop habits. Look for them. Use their tics against them.” 

      “Sounds like poker. My friend Cebelius, you so much as scratch your chin at the table, he knows every card in your hand.”  

      “Fighting’s the same way. You read somebody, make them fold. Like this one girl I fought, you hit her, she’d come after you, right? Which is okay. I mean, you take one, you gotta get yours back. But this girl, every time she came looking for some get-back, she’d get all hyped up and start tapping her gloves like this.” 

      Johnny watched her demonstration, noticing the way the gesture lifted her elbows and momentarily exposed Freddie’s ribs. “You hit her in the body?” 

      Freddie smiled. “That’s right. Not bad, um…” 

      “Johnny.” 

      “Not bad, then, Johnny. I’m Freddie.” 

      “Yeah, I kind of figured that out when Marvella called you Freddie last night.”

      “A wise ass, huh? Good. I like that.”

      “Nice to meet you, Freddie. Thanks for the help.” He held out his hand. 

      Freddie shook her head. “Here, we pound it. Make a fist.” 

      He did. 

      She brought her fist down on his, then held it out so he could reciprocate.  

      Freddie took him through the basics, teaching him to move forward and backward with little baby steps. “Don’t shuffle. Step. That’s it. Don’t hop. Step. That’s it.”  

      “Feels awkward as hell.” 

      “Yeah, it does at first. Quit taking those big steps or Marvella will tie your shoelaces together.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. You lift your chin, she’ll make you keep a tennis ball tucked under it while you shadowbox. Every time you drop the ball, that’s ten more sets of steps. Now, move to your left.” 

      He started to obey, but Freddie stopped him.  

      “Other foot first, Johnny. You want to move to the left, step with your left foot first. Otherwise, your legs will cross.”  

      She demonstrated, bringing her right foot behind her left. “You get hit with your legs crossed, even by a light shot, it’ll wobble you, maybe even put you down. It’ll count as a knockdown, even if the punch only clips your shoulder. Then you’re down 10-8 for the round. And in the amateurs, we only fight three rounds. You lose one of them 10-8, you’re up against it.” 

      He did as she instructed. As soon as he got one thing right, she moved on to something else he was doing wrong.  

      It was frustrating, but only because he was impatient with himself. He didn’t mind her riding him. After all, he was there to learn how to fight, not to have someone pat him on the back.  

      Nothing motivates like taking a beating.  

      And after knocking it with Jobbo, he was highly motivated to learn.

      But he wasn’t just here to avoid another beating. He wanted to train hard, learn everything he could, and be the best. And yeah, along the way, eventually, he wanted to throw Jobbo such a beating the guy would wake up feeling like he’d been in a car wreck.  

      After Johnny was doing better with his stance and movement, Freddie showed him the basic punches. Every move she made—every step, every punch, every dip of her head—was silky smooth. Despite Freddie’s friendly demeanor, he could see she was a legit fighter.  

      Unless Marvella told him otherwise, Freddie explained, he would always keep his left foot in front. That lead hand would be the basis of his offense. He could hook with it or throw an uppercut, but the fundamental punch, the most important punch in the whole sport, was the jab.  

      “There’s a lot of different jabs,” Freddie said, peppering an invisible opponent with lefts as she said, “your basic flicking jab, your stiff jab, your double, your triple, your full-on power jab. You put your shoulder into it like that, it’s a real weapon.”  

      She had him start with a basic jab, telling him to bring it straight out and straight back. “Twist at the end. That’s it.” She caught his wrist when his hand was at full extension and tapped his two main knuckles. “Hit here, okay? Keep your wrist straight. Make it an extension of your forearm.”  

      He nodded.

      “Don’t chicken wing it, Johnny. Keep the elbow in until you twist the punch. Otherwise, they’ll time your jab and drop a right hook to your body. Trust me. You don’t want to take a hook to the ribs when you’re all stretched out with a jab.” 

      He tried to comply but felt stiff and awkward.  

      “Loosen up,” Freddie said. “That’s it. That’s better. Pump it out. You’re dropping it a little. Don’t drop it. The punch comes out nice, but bring it back straight, or they’ll throw a counter right and catch you clean.” She demonstrated, throwing a sneaky right hand over his jab and rapping his cheek lightly.  

      He grinned. “Got it. Thanks.” 

      “You gotta stay hungry. Every time you jab, you’re stealing food out of your opponent’s mouth, okay? A hungry man grabs that food fast and brings it straight back to his mouth just as fast. If he’s hungry, truly hungry, he doesn’t let it drop on it’s way back. Heads up now, Johnny. Here comes Marvella.”

      He twisted enough to see the scowling trainer limping in their direction.

      “Get ready,” Freddie said. “She’ll drop some hard truth on you. But don’t let her get you down, okay? She’s the best, really. Just… be patient.” She smiled at him and gave his arm a squeeze. “I hope you stick around.”
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      Marvella led him over to a folding metal chair at ringside and told him to sit backwards.  

      Behind them, two small girls, maybe eight or nine years old, sparred in the ring. They clashed, wailing on each other, leapt away, and came fiercely together again, their trainers leaning on the ropes and jabbering like bettors at a cockfight.

      “Hands,” Marvella said, taking a seat opposite him.

      He stuck his hands over the back of the chair, and Marvella wrapped them, weaving the wraps expertly around his wrist, over his knuckles, and between his fingers.

      When the bell rang and the kids came out of the ring, Marvella slung a gear bag over her shoulder and led Johnny up the steps and through the ropes. 

      She dropped her bag onto the bloodstained canvas, dug out a pair of gloves, handed them to Johnny, and told him to put them on.  

      They were well-worn, but he still had to tug at them to get them over his hands.  

      “Got big hands for your size,” Marvella said. “Let’s see if you can punch.” 

      She leaned her cane against a turnbuckle and bent and pulled a pair of circular punch mitts from her gear bag. Slipping on the mitts, she limped to the center of the ring and beckoned Johnny forward.  

      “Let me see what you got, kid.” She held up one mitt just as the timer signaled the start of a new round. “Give me a jab.” 

      He threw a light punch, mindful of her limp and cane. The jab rapped lightly off her mitt. 

      Marvella scowled at him. “I said give me a jab, not a love tap.” She lifted the mitt again. “Jab.”  

      He snapped out another punch, putting a little more on it.  

      Marvella frowned and shook her head and held up the other hand.  

      “Give me a right hand.” 

      He threw the punch but pulled it at the last second, not wanting to bowl the poor woman over.  

      Marvella shook her head, looking disgusted. “Forget it. Get out of the ring.” 

      “Huh? Why?” 

      “I don’t train cupcakes.” 

      “Cupcakes?” 

      “You can’t punch.” 

      “I can punch.” 

      “Why don’t you, then?” Her good eye blazed. “Why you holding back, kid? You think I’m made of glass?” 

      “No, I—” He glanced at the corner.

      “Don’t you worry about my cane,” Marvella said and clapped the mitts together loudly. “Either throw the fucking punches or get the fuck out. You feel me? Now give me a jab.” 

      This time, he really threw the jab. His left fist smashed into the mitt with a loud thump-smack.  

      Marvella nodded. “Better. Give me a right.” 

      He hammered her other mitt then plodded after her as she danced away, beckoning him to follow.  

      Strangely, her limp had completely disappeared. She moved smoothly, rocking and feinting like Freddie, suddenly fluid, as if she’d never needed a cane.  

      He threw another jab. Then another. Then another, following her around the ring and punching when she told him to punch.

      “Your footwork sucks. What are you, a robot? You move like a robot. Jab.” 

      She glided around the ring, moving smoothly, catching his punches as easily as a burly man with tons of experience.  

      Her transformation was mind-boggling, but Johnny was too focused on landing his shots to give it much thought.  

      “Give me a right.”

      Johnny drilled the mitt. The punch echoed off the high ceiling.

      Marvella held up both hands. “One-two.”

      Johnny gave her a left-right combination.

      Then she was moving again, dancing fluidly away from him. Johnny trudged after her.

      “You don’t even know how to cut off the ring, do you?”

      Johnny shrugged.

      Marvella shook her head in disgust. “Give me a jab. All right. Double it up now. Again. Now step to your right so I have to come back this way.”

      She turned her left mitt. “Hook.”

      He threw a looping left.

      “You call that a hook? Like this. Tighten it up. The hook comes from the shoulder. Yeah. Pivot the front foot. Twist it like you’re grinding out a cigarette. That’s it. Better. Gonna use that to walk people down.”

      Halfway through the round, Marvella quit moving and stood at the center of the ring, calling and catching combinations.

      The more Johnny threw, the more confident he felt. Not only in himself but also in Marvella’s ability to catch his hardest shots. Cane or no cane, limp or no limp, she handled his hardest rights and hooks with ease.

      And he was really throwing them now, slamming away with both fists as soon as she gave a command.

      “Jab. One-two. One-two-hook. Don’t rush it. Throw the right all the way, don’t pull it. That’s it. Let it load up that left hook. One-two-hook. Better. Now put a right hand on the end, you feel me? That’ll put you back on balance after that big hook. Now jab out and find your angle.”

      The thirty-second buzzer rang, and the timer light turned from green to yellow.

      Marvella clapped the mitts together. “Thirty seconds, kid. Show me what you got. Punch as fast as you can, as hard as you can.”

      Breathing hard, Johnny squared his shoulders and hammered the mitts, giving it everything he had, pushing through the exhaustion and twisting with every shot, grunting like a beast, his punches cracking like rifle shots.

      The bell rang.

      Marvella dropped her mitts and turned away. “Not horrible. But sloppy.”

      Johnny gasped for air, feeling like he’d sprinted a mile. It was only then, trying to catch his breath, that he realized people around the gym were staring at him.

      There were whispers but no laughter. Jobbo stood by his bag, throwing hooks in the air, grinning a little. 

      Nearby, Rico and Gloria leaned close, eyeing Johnny and whispering, Gloria fanning her flushed cheeks with one hand.  

      Over by the double-end bag, Freddie caught Johnny’s eye. A huge grin filled the hood of her sweatshirt. She gave him two enthusiastic thumbs-up.

      “That’s enough for tonight,” Marvella said, dropping the mitts into her bag. Then she helped him pull off his gloves. “Get out of the ring and let some real boxers use it.”

      She dropped the gloves in the bag and slung it over one shoulder and grabbed her cane. As soon as the cane was back in her hand, the limp returned.

      Johnny went over and held the ropes for her, and they descended the stairs, making way for the next sparring session.

      “Take off your wraps,” Marvella said. “You’re done punching stuff today. Take those wraps home and wash them. Warm water, a little detergent. Hand washing is easier. They get all tangled up in a washer. Then hang them up to dry. Otherwise, they’ll stink.”

      “All right.”

      She studied him for a second. “Where did you fight before?”

      “Nowhere.”

      “Nowhere?”

      Johnny shook his head.

      “What are you, then, a wrestler? A football player?”

      “Not really.” He’d wrestled as a kid and played some football in high school, but all of that was behind him. He was starting over here in this Vicarus world. “I’m a bricklayer. Well, I used to be a bricklayer. Now, I guess I’m a dishwasher.”

      Marvella adjusted her eye patch and allowed a slight grin. “Really moving up in the world, huh?” 

      “Yeah,” he laughed.  

      “Why does a kid who can make two bucks an hour laying brick wash dishes for half the money?”  

      He shrugged. “I’m new in town.”  

      “New in town.”  

      He nodded. 

      Her good eye studied him for several silent seconds. “You never had any juice treatments?”  

      Puzzled, he shook his head.  

      “You don’t know what I’m talking about, do you, kid?”  

      Again, he shook his head.  

      Her laughter was full of contempt. “What are you, a country boy? You come out of the farmlands?” 

      I’m from Philly, he thought, but remembering his role here, he nodded. “Place called Livingston. Little factory town on the river. You heard of it?”  

      She shook her head. “Sounds like a shithole.”

      He shrugged.

      “So you just got here? Just fell off the turnip truck?” 

      “Yup. Just got here yesterday. My name’s—” 

      “Don’t bother, kid. You’ll quit soon enough.” 

      “No, I won’t.” 

      The bell rang.   

      Now, she half turned, not looking at him so much as through him, as if she were staring not only at Johnny but also at a long line of fighters who’d already come and gone. “Yeah, you will. Everybody quits.”

      He scowled back at her. “I won’t.”

      “Not you, huh? That’s what they all say. Why do you want to box?”

      He shrugged. “Money.”

      “Money. Everybody wants money. And yeah, if you don’t need money, you’ll never make it out of the amateurs. But what’s your real reason? Don’t bullshit me, kid. I want the truth.” 

      He thought about that for a second. Why was he here?

      Originally, he’d come into the gym because he thought the Vicarus people wanted him to—and because he thought it might be fun.

      But getting mugged by Jobbo hadn’t been fun.

      So why was he back?

      He remembered the end of the round, nailing Jobbo, feeling the shot rock him, and remembered the look of dismay on Jobbo’s face as he’d stumbled backwards. That single punch had changed everything. He’d hurt Jobbo, hurt him bad. Jobbo was his for the taking—but then the bell had rung, and it was over.  

      Johnny hadn’t come back despite the beating; he’d come back because of it.

      “I want to kick Jobbo’s ass. I want to knock him out.”

      One corner of Marvella’s mouth curled slightly upward in an almost grin. “All right, kid. Good answer. A dumb answer. Dumb as hell. But good. You know why? Because I believe you.” 

      “It’s the truth.”  

      “It’s a start. Some people come in here, never laced up in their life, tell me they want to be champ, like it’s something you just decide, as easy as buying a shirt or changing your hair color. Other people say they want to prove themselves. I say to who? They say to themselves. I tell them, they want to prove themselves, go climb a fucking mountain.”

      Behind them, another sparring session was getting underway, a pair of lean guys circling cagily, exchanging crisp jabs.  

      “This sport, it’s no joke,” Marvella said. “It’s not a substitute for anything, you understand? It’s primal. So your motivations, they need to be primal, too. Like getting some back on Jobbo. That’ll work for now. Of course, I’m not letting you in that ring again until you earn it, you understand. And I gotta say, you set your sights pretty high, kid. Don’t let Jobbo’s gut fool you. He’ll lose it. Then a week later, it’ll be back again. But he’s a pro, a journeyman. You got a long way to go before you’ll ever be ready for a guy like Jobbo. If you ever are. You feel me?”

      “I understand.”

      “You think you understand, but you got no idea. Nobody knows shit about boxing, what it costs, when they start, or they’d never step foot inside a gym. You hate Jobbo?”

      Johnny shrugged. “No, but—” 

      “He beat you. Made you look like a sucker and a punk. You hate him.”

      Johnny shook his head. “No. But I hate losing.”

      “It burns, don’t it?”

      He nodded. “I hate losing more than I love winning.”

      “But you want payback, right?”

      “I do. More than anything. I want to knock Jobbo out.”

      “You want to avenge that sparring match? Forget Jobbo. Go after your stupidity. That’s who really wrecked you. Jobbo was just being Jobbo, you feel me? You’re stupidity stabbed you in the back, made you look stupid in front of all those people.”

      “I did all right in there.”

      “You got your ass handed to you, plain and simple. You want to fight, you need more than juice. And learning how to do it, learning how to fight? That’s not enough, either. Anybody can learn to throw a punch. Right now, you just need a reason to fight. But eventually, you’re gonna hit the wall. And then you’re gonna need a reason to keep fighting. And that’s a whole different beast. You feel me?”

      He nodded.

      “That reason will have to come from here.” She thumped his chest. “It can’t come from up here.” She rapped his skull. “You can’t think your way to the title, kid. You gotta have a white-hot fire in your heart. Some people fight because they have to be the best. Being number one, winning the title, means more to them than breathing. Other people, more than you’d think, people like Freddie—and she’s a beautiful fighter, beautiful, fast hands, good feet, real talent, and a good kid, too—they fight because they’re scared.”

      That surprised Johnny. Freddie sure didn’t seem scared.

      Marvella pointed her cane at him. “Right now, you got a little anger in you.”

      Johnny said nothing, but Marvella was wrong. He’d never been an angry guy. Not really. He had lots of friends, and people always said how easy going he was. Sure, a couple times he’d snapped but never without good reason. He was more of a long fuse, big explosion type, not what you’d call an angry guy.

      But what the hell? If she wanted to think he was a candidate for anger management, so be it. He just wanted her to teach him how to whip Jobbo. Because that much was true. He wanted payback.

      And his Vicarus riders would crave it, too.

      “You think you’re mad at Jobbo, but you’re mad at yourself for falling into his trap. You want him to take you seriously. You want everybody to take you seriously.”

      Johnny grinned. “That’s true.”

      “Well, you gotta earn that shit. So for now, stay angry. Some trainers, they say you can’t fight if you’re angry. That anger makes you tense and stupid, makes you take too many risks and get tired too fast. They say you gotta let go of your anger. That’s bullshit. You can’t control emotions. You gotta use whatever you got. I’ve known plenty of angry fighters. Hell, I was one myself. But you gotta get up on that anger and ride it or it’ll ride you all night. I mean, it’ll dog you deep and dirty. You feel me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You let anger use you, it’ll eat you up, bones and all. You gotta use it instead. You learn to do that, you’ll be all right. So don’t listen to these assholes who say to control your emotions, your anger. Embrace your anger. But don’t start any shit with Jobbo. Not till you can finish it. And that’s a long time off.”

      Johnny frowned, remembering how he’d staggered Jobbo.   

      “Don’t look at me that way, kid. I’m telling you. You want to work with me, you got a long road before you get another shot at Jobbo. In the meantime, stay angry. Every time you see Jobbo, remember how he punked you out and beat your ass in front of everybody, like you’re some kind of joke. Don’t let your anger show, but let it grow.”

      As she talked, Johnny felt anger burning higher in his chest.

       “Then, someday, if you stick with it long enough to hit the wall, we’ll figure out why you’re really here and whether you really got what it takes to be a fighter.” Marvella looked him in the eyes. “You feel me, kid?” 

       “Yeah, I get what you’re saying. I’ll work hard. Just tell me what to do.”  

      “For now, just shut your mouth and do the work. Most people, they can’t do that. They think they can. They want to. They come in all fired up, ready to whip the world, but a week or two later, they get sore and tired and forget why they wanted to do this in the first place. They see their friends cruising on Easy Street, fucking around, living it up, and they think to themselves, The hell am I doing, cutting weight and getting up early to run?

      “That’s the shit that’ll get you. Not the punches. All that in-between shit. Boxing is a lonely-ass sport, kid, and if you can quit now, you’re better off quitting than ever starting in the first place. But some people, they have a fire in them, and they can’t quit. No matter what. Maybe you’re one of them, maybe you aren’t. We’ll see. For now, though, you put in the work. You like to party?” 

      He shrugged. “Some.”

      “No more partying. No getting drunk, no smoking, no drugs.”

      “All right.”

      “You can’t half-step in boxing. You gotta go all in. You got no teammates to save your ass if you have an off day or don’t work hard enough outside the ring. You gotta get control of your life. How you live, what you do, how you think, everything. You work hard, eat right, stay away from that fast life, you feel me?” 

      He nodded.

      “You come to the gym six, seven days a week. Go to bed early then get up at four in the morning and run while everyone else is asleep.” 

      Johnny raised an eyebrow. “Why so early?” 

      “Because I said so, that’s why. Listen, kid, if you don’t have the balls to get up at four, there’s no way you’ll make it in the ring.” 

      He spread his hands. “All right. I’ll get up at four.” 

      “Do your roadwork early. Get it out of the way. Eat a good breakfast. No bullshit. No donuts, no pastries, no junk cereal. You want eggs and fruit, avocado and meat, a big heap of greens. Eat a lot of greens. They keep your nose from bleeding. Have a light lunch. No pizza or cheesesteaks, not too much grease, you feel me? Then not another morsel until after the gym. I don’t want you puking on the canvas.” 

      He nodded. 

      “Cut back on sugar and flour. That shit’s poison. Eat stuff that used to be alive. Plants, meat, nuts, fruit. That’ll get you started. We’ll fine tune things and max your juice later if you’re still here in a couple of weeks, you feel me? But I don’t waste my time with quitters. You can punch a little bit, but you still gotta show me you got heart and can listen. Now go over there on that crunch board and do some sit-ups.”

      “All right. How many do I do?”

      “How many do you do?” Marvella said, half-grinning again. “All of them. You just keep going until you can’t go no more. Then I’ll come over. I don’t start counting until you start cramping.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      Johnny’s alarm went off at a quarter to four in the morning. He rolled out of bed and took a leak and put on shoes and grabbed his sweatshirt and went out the door, having slept in his shorts and t-shirt and socks.

      It was dark and cool. Here and there, lights burned in a few of the motel rooms, likely people still partying from the night before.

      He went downstairs and stretched beside the empty pool, taking deep breaths and holding them, the rush of oxygen and the cool air waking him up.

      He walked out to 8th.

      The street was empty save for the buzzing, blinking neon signs, everybody with a brain in their skulls still sleeping, it being the middle of the frigging night and all.

      But Marvella said run at four, so Johnny would run at four.

      He walked to the end of the block then started jogging, shuffling slowly at first, his body coming to life slowly like a car on a cold winter’s morning.

      He coughed and spat into the street and stepped it up a little, breathing in through his nose as he turned down Tyson Lane and trotted down the narrow street lined in brownstone rowhouses.

      He ran, cursing the hour and Marvella and boxing, wishing he could head home and hit the rack and knowing he could if he really wanted to. That was the worst of it. Here he was, running while the rest of the world slept, running while Marvella slept and the crowd slept and even his opponent slept, out here at this ungodly hour, running when he should be asleep, and there was no one even here to know whether he was doing it or not.

      He could just go home and go back to sleep and then, when he saw Marvella at the gym, he could say, “Run? Sure, I went for a run. It was great!”

      But he couldn’t. And wouldn’t.

      Running faster, he could feel Marvella all around him, watching with that patented look on her face, the one that somehow managed to blend boredom and contempt, like she had X-ray vision that spotted only lies and weakness.

      She would know, he told himself, turning onto twelfth and heading west. She would know if I bagged the run.

      That was bad enough. But worse was the realization, as he warmed up and found his rhythm, sailing over the sidewalk with longer strides, breathing in the fresh morning air, that Marvella actually wouldn’t know. She had no magical powers, no cameras hidden along his route, no spies.

      Shit, if she did have any spies, they would all be asleep.

      Just like everybody else in the world… except him.

      His dumb ass was out here running at four in the fucking morning.

      So no Marvella, no spies, nobody but him. Which meant Johnny had to face up to the truth. He couldn’t blame this madness on Marvella. He was doing this because he wanted to.

      Or at least because he’d made the decision.

      Running blew, and running at this hour blew dead rats, but to hell with it. He said he was going to run, so he was running, and if he was going to give up sleep to run, he might as well make the most of it.

      So he stepped it up, sprinting ahead, then fell into an easy, loping gate for a block before throwing on another burst of speed.

      His lungs burned and his leg muscles glowed with exertion, but he kept pushing. If he had to get up at this hour and run, his body could quit bitching and get with the program, too.

      A short time later, his body complied. His breath came more easily. Now warm, his muscles moved smoothly. He glided over the sidewalk, flying past bars and restaurants and shops and warehouses until he found himself all the way over on Whitaker, right at the edge of the Ward, which he knew ended at the railroad tracks.

      And there, lo and behold, just on the other side of the tracks, another figure jogged along, throwing hooks and uppercuts. The runner was all in shadows, and Johnny couldn’t make out his face, but he figured the guy was around his size. Hell, it could be his future opponent.

      Johnny jogged up Whitaker, keeping his eyes on the guy, who looked up then and saw him. There was a second’s hesitation as the two men saw each other, each recognizing the other for what he was—another fighter out for an early morning run, putting in his roadwork while the rest of the world slept, each man repping a different neighborhood as they trained to fight with every iota of muscle, wind, and will in their bodies, perhaps even against each other.

      But there was no one else here. No coaches, no crowd. Their neighborhoods were deep asleep.

      And rather than animosity, Johnny felt a stab of poignant kinship in this moment out of time.

      Apparently, the other man felt something similar, because neighborhood rivalries be damned, he raised a fist to Johnny.

      Johnny returned the gesture, and without exchanging a word, the men turned and ran back toward the heart of their neighborhoods.

      It was a strange and delicious moment, almost moving to Johnny, and he decided then and there that this was his moment, no one else’s, and that he would never tell anyone about it, not even Marvella or Freddie. No, this was a special moment, a secret moment, his moment, his and that other fighter’s, whoever he was, may God bless and protect them both.

      The rest of the run, he felt great, happy to be alive, strong and ready, even when the stitch hit him, and he took a longer loop than he’d planned, cursing his pain for the weakness it was, pushing through it and sprinting hard at the end until he reached The Oasis and walked back and forth on the street, gasping desperately for air, his heart pounding so hard in his chest that little doilies of light spun before his eyes.

      As he finally caught his breath and the pounding in his chest slowed to the point that he no longer wondered if his heart would explode, Johnny laughed aloud.

      He had run probably two or three miles at a good clip, maybe even four, and it was still dark.

      Was he a madman?

      Yes, he was a madman. But he’d done the miles. He’d gutted them out and pushed hard at the end, witnesses or no witnesses. He’d done the work. No matter what else happened today, he’d done that. He’d kicked it out hard, while his future opponent had lain in bed, warm and soft, sleeping like a little baby, maybe even sucking his thumb.

      Absurdly, the image pissed Johnny off, so he embraced it, going deeper, imagining a light-heavy repping some other neighborhood not just sleeping but sleeping with his thumb stuck in his mouth and a smile on his face.

      It was an affront to Johnny and the sport, sleeping in while serious fighters earned their wind.

      Johnny would punish the big baby for that.

      Unless, of course, his opponent ended up being not a big baby but the guy he’d seen across the tracks.

      In which case, Johnny would still try to punish him. Just as that man would come at Johnny with everything he had, with every ounce of muscle and power, every trick he’d drilled in the gym, and, yes, every ounce of bitter pride that he, too, had earned getting up in the middle of the night to put in roadwork.

      Let him bring it, Johnny thought, grinning grimly as he headed upstairs, and let the best man win.

      He entered his room, closed the door behind him, and peeled out of his sweaty clothes. Naked, he padded into the bathroom for a shower.

      He reached for the light switch but hesitated when he heard a loud bang outside.

      Then another, followed by crunching and scraping.

      Looking out the bathroom window, he spotted a small, shadowy figure rooting around in the dumpster.

      A pencil-thin tail twitched back and forth as the tiny person rooted through the trash, retrieving numerous small items and setting them on the edge of the dumpster.

      Due to the poor light, Johnny couldn’t really see the person or what they were retrieving, but based on the figure’s size, he guessed it was a homeless child rooting for food.

      That broke his heart.

      He was ready to call down and offer to buy the kid a meal when the figure moved into the light and Johnny saw that it wasn't a child after all.

      It was a woman.

      In fact, it was a woman he knew.

      Millie was down there, rooting around in the trash.

      Seeing her climb from the dumpster in a stained smock, his heart broke all over again.

      He hated that she was smiling. Her teeth glinted in the low light. She was clearly pleased by her discoveries.

      Millie gathered her treasures from the edge of the dumpster, picked another item off the ground, and disappeared into the room directly below his.

      So, that’s where she lived? Must be.

      A place to stay was probably part of her pay. Or all of her pay, knowing that cheapskate Lucinda.

      Clearly, the poor girl didn't even make enough to feed herself. No wonder she was so skinny.

      Millie's eyes had lit up when he'd given her the six-cent tip for taking care of his laundry and dry cleaning, which she had returned on the same day clean and neatly folded, the suit looking as good as it had likely looked when new.

      He wished he'd given her more. Much more.

      He would just have to track her down and ask her to do his laundry again soon. Only this time, he would give her a bigger tip, enough that she wouldn’t have to go dumpster diving in the middle of the night to feed herself.

      Could he afford to pay his rent, feed himself, and feed Millie, too?

      Yes.

      He wasn’t sure how. But he vowed to find a way.

      Maybe Lou would give him extra hours. Probably. The guy liked him after all, and Johnny was a hard worker.

      None of which he would confess to Millie, of course. It was okay if she thought he was generous, frivolous, even foolish with his money.

      But she couldn’t know he pitied her.

      Because the poor girl deserved to keep whatever pride remained to her. It was likely all she had left.
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      First, Johnny stretched out.

      Work had gone well. He was getting to know people, and better yet, it was Friday, which meant payday. After three shifts, despite paying Lou back, he had twenty bucks in his pocket.

      Progress.

      He hadn’t seen Millie before work. The next morning, he’d knock on her door, ask her to do his laundry, then give her a dollar tip.

      Marvella hobbled over. “Shadowbox for three rounds,” she said without so much as a hello. “No breaks between rounds.”

      He nodded.

      “After that, jump rope three rounds. For now, you can rest between rounds. Then Freddie will tell you what to do.”

      Before he could thank her, Marvella limped away, tapping her cane, heading toward the ring.

      When the bell rang, he stood and lifted his fists and started punching the air. He felt dumber than hell.

      Outside of the gym, he now felt like a fighter. In here, he felt like a pretender.

      That was okay. He’d get it. Just had to keep listening, keep learning, keep working.

      Glancing at the other shadowboxers, Johnny was thankful none of them seemed to be paying him any attention. They were intent on their own work, breathing through their noses as they pummeled invisible opponents.

      Each working round lasted three minutes. The rest period between rounds zipped away in a single minute.

      Freddie came out of the girls’ locker room, wearing the gray sweats again. Her purple tail wagged behind her as she walked. Seeing him, she smiled and raised a fist.

      “You came back,” Freddie said, sounding happy.

      “Yeah, thought maybe I could catch another beating,” he joked.

      “No talking, Johnny. If Marvella put you on rounds, that means you’re actually working now. And if you talk while you’re training, Marvella will crush you. Just keep working.”

      He nodded, feeling ridiculous as he threw another flurry.

      “Imagine there’s an invisible opponent in front of you,” Freddie said. “Remember what I showed you. Keep your hands up and throw sharp punches. Don’t get lazy. And don’t just stand there like you got your feet stuck in cement. Imagine Jobbo coming at you, trying to take your head off.”

      Johnny nodded, marching ahead, throwing heavy shots at a phantom Jobbo. Because someday, that’s what he was going to do. Not run and jab and scramble for his life. Rock him and then walk him down, hook him into a corner and pound him to hamburger.

      At the bell, Freddie clapped his shoulder. “Better. This round, watch yourself in the mirror. You’re dropping your hands some. That’s why your face looks like it does. So this round, focus on keeping your hands up, all right? And keep your chin tucked. Those things are what’s most important right now.”

      “Will do. Thanks for the help, Freddie.”

      She smiled again. He liked her dimples. “No problem, Johnny. I’m glad you’re here.”

      “You just earned ten extra sets of steps after your workout, kid,” Marvella said, appearing out of nowhere.

      Johnny nodded.

      After Marvella limped away again, Freddie said. “I warned you, Johnny.” She grinned. “I’ll run them with you, though, and give you a kick in the ass if you slow down.”

      Johnny grinned back at her but kept his mouth shut. Those stairs were steep.

      After shadowboxing, he and Freddie jumped rope for three rounds.

      If shadowboxing made him feel awkward, jumping rope made him feel downright foolish. He couldn’t get the hang of it. He’d whirl the rope a couple of times then get it tangled in his feet. A few times, he stepped on the leather rope. The handle jerked from his grip and clacked loudly off the wooden floor, making people look and making Freddie grin.

      Meanwhile, she was a blur of perfect motion, chin tucked, eyes up and staring into the mirror, feet tapping and skipping in a shifting dance as the rope whirled, barely visible with speed. She crossed and uncrossed her wrists, never missing a beat, and occasionally jumped higher and whirled the rope even faster, bringing it around twice before her feet touched again.

      When the bell rang, she kept jumping.

      Johnny nursed his battered pride, holding the rope in one hand and catching his breath as he studied his bruised face in the mirror. It wasn’t so bad anymore, thanks to the zip.

      During the second round of jumping rope, he improved a little. For one glorious stretch, he jumped twenty seconds straight before stepping on the rope again.

      All these years, he’d never suspected how hard jumping rope was. And how tiring.

      By the end of the second round, his calf muscles burned, and he gasped for breath.

      By the end of the third, he was sweating like crazy, breathing like he’d been doing wind sprints, and messing up almost as much as he had the first round.

      "I haven't even started boxing yet and I'm already exhausted," he said, walking over with Freddie to hang up their jump ropes between rounds.

      "Don't talk like that,” Freddie said. “Never give voice to weakness. Marvella doesn't tolerate complaining. See, when we work out, the pain we feel, that's weakness leaving our body. You suffer through, you get stronger."

      “That which does not kill us and all that, huh?"

      “Yeah,” she said as they joined the line at the fountain for a quick drink. "But when you complain, you let the weakness back in. It's like when you push yourself, you got a choice to make. You can either go all in and become a new, stronger person, or you can bitch about it and stay weak. The moment of pain puts you to the test. It asks, Are you here to get strong, Johnny? Or to hunt sympathy?"

      He wasn't looking for sympathy. He’d always been strong and had never thought of himself as a whiner.

      But in his life, people pissed and moaned all the time, as a matter of course. It wasn’t the same as real complaining. In fact, surly complaining could even be sort of masculine. It was definitely part of guy talk, at least in Philly, something you did with your friends or at work, kind of like busting balls.

      Something tough came up, guys in Philly bitched about it. Shit, they'd say, can you believe this heat?

      But these same guys, they’d never tell their buddies, I am so hot, I don’t think I can take it.

      It was more like communal bitching, a kind of camaraderie.

      Or they’d make a joke out of a bad situation.

      What's the matter, boss? they’d ask, unloading a flatbed heaped sky high with cinderblocks. You couldn’t fit any more blocks on this fucking truck?

      Johnny wanted to explain these things to Freddie, but the bell rang before they could even get a sip of water.

      So they went back to work, and ultimately, he was thankful the bell had stopped him from trying to explain the nature of his bellyaching. Because when you try to explain why you did something wrong, it never works out. You just sound whiny.

      Besides, the past didn’t matter. Freddie was right. The whole purpose of coming to the gym was training to fight. And if you’re going to fight, you can’t afford weakness. Not even if you dress it up in work boots and a Carhartt jacket.

      Freddie led him through calisthenics, speaking only to direct the exercises and count repetitions.

      He was surprised how few push-ups they did. Only twenty-five. They racked them out on the mats by the mirror, face to face, a couple of feet apart, looking each other in the eyes, rising and lowering in perfect time with each other.

      Freddie’s eyes were interesting. At the center of her blue-gray irises, hazel coronas encircled her black pupils, which swelled as he stared, nearly eclipsing her beautiful irises.

      Next came jumping jacks, mountain climbers, and the hard-ass exercise with the world’s stupidest name, burpees. They wrecked him, but he kept pushing.

      After this, they duck-walked back and forth across one corner of the gym near the meditation mats.

      Between rounds, he asked Freddie why people were meditating.

      She quirked a brow and looked at him like she was trying to figure out whether he was joking. "Not meditating would be like not doing your roadwork. Worse, even. That’s one way we cultivate juice."

      He just looked at her.

      “Wait, you don't know cultivating?"

      He shook his head.

      An incredulous smile spread across her pretty face. "Man, Marvella said you were from the country. But you must be from the middle of some big swamp not to know cultivating. You know juice, right?”

      Again, he shook his head. “I know it has something to do with power.”

      “Power, strength, speed, and a bunch of other stuff. It’s like… our vital energy, I guess? I mean, you grow up knowing something, it’s hard to describe it. What did you guys call it?”

      He just shrugged.

      Freddie laughed. “Don't you watch the fights on TV? They talk about cultivating and show juice stats right there on the screen."

      "I never had a TV." In this world, at least, that was the truth.

      "Well, I’ve got one about as big as a toaster. You should come over and watch the fights sometime."

      "I'd like that. But tell me about meditation and cultivating. I hate looking stupid."

      “Cultivation builds up your juice. That’s how you get stronger and faster and hit harder, how you get more durable, you name it. It all comes down to juice.”

      “So, like training and getting stronger.”

      “Yeah, but training without cultivating, you’ll never reach the top. You gotta have that juice. There are other ways to improve. Marvella knows a great juice mistress who works with top fighters, and rich people can buy treatments, but for most of us—”

      The bell rang. And that was that. Without another word, Freddie went back to work like a well programmed robot.

      Johnny respected her for that. He also respected the fact that she wasn’t just telling him what to do. She did all the work with him. Every jumping jack, every mountain climber, every burpee. She even duck-walked back and forth.

      The difference was, when they finished the second round of duck-walking, his legs were killing him, and Freddie had barely broken a sweat.

      He wondered what her stats were. Would she know?

      She’d said they showed juice stats on TV, so maybe. It was a weird thought, something clearly game-based being a part of her reality. But not as weird as the thought that all of this was manufactured and people were presumably still riding along inside him, suffering with him through this torture, and eavesdropping on his conversation with Freddie.

      Best not to even entertain those thoughts. He had to take this world and everyone in it seriously. One glance in the mirror told him that while this might have been a Vicarus setup, for him, at least, it was no game.

      As one of the posters on the gym wall read, Boxing’s no game, and ain’t nobody here playing.

      Any Vicarus rider stubborn enough to stay onboard for the beating he’d taken now knew that as the gospel truth.

      Which made him wonder: had he lost all his riders?

      The prospectors had encouraged him to please riders, explaining the bonuses he’d receive if he did. But they hadn’t mentioned what would happen if he failed. If he lost all his riders, would that be it, game over?

      More questions for Paul and Annabelle if he ever got to see them again.

      Until then, he’d better just keep his nose to the grindstone and then maybe make a point of having a little extra fun that night.

      Heh. As if he’d have the energy to have fun.

      After this, he’d go home, shower, fall into bed, then wake up tomorrow and do it all again.

      He’d chosen his path and he was sticking to it. And when he got where he was going, he’d pay back his riders tenfold.

      Because nothing is sweeter than hard-earned victory.
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      At the end of the grueling session, after Johnny and Freddie had run the steps and Johnny felt like his legs might fall off, Marvella said, “Take tomorrow off, kid. Rest up. I’ll see you Sunday, yeah?”

      “I don’t want to take a day off,” Johnny said.

      Marvella almost smiled. “Go for a run, then. Do some sit-ups. Shadowbox. But stay out of the gym. I’m tied up, and we’ve already seen what happens when you’re left unsupervised.”

      Johnny nodded. “All right. Sunday, then. Thanks again for your help.”

      As he was heading out of the gym, Freddie called to him. "Hey, Johnny. Wait up.”

      He paused at the door, waiting for her to cross the room, which was still busy with fighters working out. Freddie had a gym bag slung over one shoulder.

      She nudged into him playfully and they started down the steep steps side by side. “What are you doing tomorrow, tough guy?”

      He shrugged. “Nothing, I guess. Probably just hanging out in my room.”

      Freddie grinned at him. “What, you got some hot girl waiting for you there?"

      Johnny laughed as they pushed through the door and into the dim parking lot behind the gym. “Girl? As in one? I got six or seven of them waiting for me back there.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I'll bet.”

      “Nah, I don't have a girlfriend or anybody else waiting for me. I just got nothing better to do.”

      “Nothing better to do? You’re not going to the fights?”

      “What fights?”

      “You don’t know about the Saturday night fights? Half of Fight Town goes. Only this weekend, the fights are in our neighborhood at The Arena, so it's even better.”

      Then Johnny remembered the fight posters he’d noticed the first time he’d strolled 8th. Since then, the ubiquitous posters, as plentiful as rowhouse bricks, had blended in with the scenery. Now, remembering the headline grudge match between a couple of guys with a ton of fights, he said, “So the whole neighborhood-versus-neighborhood thing is really big here, huh?"

      “Yeah, of course. It's the biggest thing. I mean, you get in the ring, you represent the neighborhood. It's especially important for us, being from the Ward.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Well, most fighters come from less diverse neighborhoods, you know? Like Dogville or Hog Island or Chestnut Hill, which is like 99 percent human. When my grandparents moved to Fight Town, they settled with the rest of the cats down in the Avenues.”

      Freddie smirked. “They should call them the Alleys, what with how tight and twisty the streets are down there. Anyway, Daddy moved us up here to the Ward. It's like a melting pot. So, a lot of the neighborhoods hate us. They don't want melt. They just want to rule. It’s tough, traveling into those places and fighting. The refs and judges are usually pretty clean, but the crowds are brutal. It’s like their turf. And no matter what differences they have among themselves, they’re all unified by the neighborhood, you know? They take a lot of pride in who they are, what they are, and where they're from.”

      “I see how that could build rivalries between neighborhoods.”

      “Definitely. Here in the Ward, our pride is different. We’re not representing any specific race. It’s more like we’re representing an ideal.”

      “Makes sense,” Johnny said.

      “Which way you going?”

      Johnny nodded out the dim alley toward 8th. “I’m staying over at The Oasis. How about you?”

      She nodded in the opposite direction. “I live with my family over on Holyfield, between 9th and 10th.”

      “You got kids?”

      Freddie snorted. “Yeah, right. Between work and working out, I’m too busy for a boyfriend, let alone a husband and kids. I live with my parents and my pain-in-the-ass sister.”

      “What’s wrong with your sister?”

      “She’s a pain in that ass, that’s what’s wrong with her.”

      “Fair enough. So what kind of work do you do?”

      Freddie looked away and mumbled, “Pool management.”

      “Pool management? Like swimming pools? What do you do?”

      She shrugged. “Manage the pool. Monitor the chemicals, stuff like that.”

      He grinned. “Hold on. Are you a pool girl?”

      “Laugh away, fuckface. At least I’m not a dishwasher.”

      “Hey, how did you know I wash dishes?”

      “Marvella mentioned it.”

      “Yeah, right. Are you stalking me, Freddie?”

      “In your dreams, dishwasher. Look, I gotta get home. My mom’s a worrier.”

      Johnny started in the direction of Freddie’s apartment. “I’ll walk that way with you.”

      She smiled. “Sounds good. Anyway, if you’re gonna be a fighter, you might as well come out tomorrow and see what fighting is all about. We’ll go together.”

      “It’s a date.”

      “You wish. I mean, have you looked in a mirror lately?”

      Johnny laughed. “Point taken. Well, if you aren’t too embarrassed to be seen with my beat-up mug, I will accompany you to the fights.”

      “Deal,” she said, and bumped her hip into his leg. “In fact, let’s make a day of it. The fights start at noon. You doing anything in the morning?”

      He shrugged. “Running. That’s about it.”

      “Come over to my place midmorning, then. Can you do ten?”

      He nodded. “No problem.”

      “Ten, then. Come on over and we’ll get in some work before the fights.”

      “More work?”

      “You want to be the best, don’t you?”

      “You know it.”

      “Then you gotta put in extra work. You gotta work harder than your opponents.”

      “Right. But should we start earlier? I mean, if we work out first, I’m going need to shower again.”

      “Hey, we’re going to the fights, not the opera. It's strictly come as you are. At The Arena, you’ll see people in tuxedos and evening gowns sitting next to people who look like they just rolled off the steam grate. And they’ll be jabbering away like old friends. Because once the leather starts flying, nobody gives a shit who’s wearing what, how much money you got, nothing. It’s all about boxing.”

      “All right. Sounds good.”

      “Besides, I didn’t say work out. I said get some work in. We won’t sweat much.”

      They turned onto Holyfield and crossed 9th. “There’s my place,” she said, pointing to a tall brick building painted lime green. Dark green paint over the main entrance read, The Overbrook. Apartments for rent. “See you out front at ten tomorrow.”

      “Great. See you then. Have a good night.”

      “You, too.” She gave him a little wave and started up the steps.

      “And hey, Freddie?”

      She turned. “Yeah?”

      “Thanks.”

      “No problem, Johnny. I’m a sucker for lost puppies. See you in the morning.”

      He headed down Holyfield, turned onto 8th, and was home just a few minutes later. Despite his exhaustion, he had a bounce in his step. It was nice having a friend here.

      Passing the office, he heard a crowd cheering on TV and saw Lucinda sitting with the pug in her lap, throwing punches and watching fights. “Clobber him, Genero!”

      Chuckling to himself, Johnny went upstairs to his room.

      The place was spotless. A folded piece of paper stood like a miniature teepee atop his fluffed pillow.

      Hope you had a great day, sir!

      At your service,

      Millie

      Next to the note was another piece of paper, this one cleverly folded into an origami swan.

      Smiling, Johnny set both papers on his nightstand and stripped down and showered, loving the feel of the hot water on his taxed muscles.

      After, while he was toweling off, he heard the loud music playing in the room directly below his.

      Millie’s room.

      Good for her. Hopefully, she was blowing off a little steam and having some fun.

      Though it didn’t exactly sound like party music blasting down there. In fact, it sounded like classical music.

      Whatever the case, it meant she was home. Peeking out the window, he saw light spilling from her apartment into the alley, where it illuminated the red dumpster.

      He dressed in a hurry, not wanting to miss her, gathered his dirty clothes in a bag from the five and dime, and headed downstairs.

      He went around to the alley, found her door, and knocked.

      Nothing.

      He knocked again, louder this time.

      The music stopped. The door opened slightly. One of Millie’s big purple eyes filled the crack.

      “Sir?”

      Johnny smiled, feeling stupid for interrupting her. “It’s Johnny, remember?”

      “I’m sorry if my music was too loud. I’ll keep it off.”

      “No, that’s not it. I like the music. It’s no problem at all.”

      “Did I do something wrong in your room? I thought I did a good job, but if I missed something—”

      “No, it’s great, Millie. Really. The note and origami were great, too. Anyway, I just wanted to thank you for helping me with my laundry and ask if you would help me again.” He hoisted the bag so she could see it.

      “Sure, sir,” Millie said with a smile. “Do you need it tonight?”

      “No, not tonight. Anytime, really. Sunday? Monday? And look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have interrupted you. I just didn’t see you today, and—”

      “It’s okay, sir,” Millie said, opening the door slightly, taking the bag, and closing the door once more till it was nearly shut.

      It seemed like she didn’t want him to see inside. Maybe she wasn’t just feeding herself out of the dumpster. Maybe she was a hoarder, too, and she was afraid he’d glimpse the mess.

      Whatever the case, it was none of his business. He felt bad for barging in and making her uncomfortable.

      “I’ll take care of it tomorrow, then,” Millie said.

      “Thanks. That would be great.”

      “Sir?”

      “Johnny, remember?”

      “Johnny, then. How did you know where I lived?”

      “Oh, I just… um… saw you coming in.”

      She narrowed her eyes for a split second, then smiled politely and looked through the bag. “Looks like it’ll be four cents again.”

      He handed her a dollar.

      Her fingertips closed around the bill, but she hesitated, not pulling it into her apartment. “I’m sorry. I don’t have change for this.”

      Johnny spread his hands. “No problem. I don’t want any change.”

      “But the laundry will only cost four cents. This is a dollar.”

      “I know. The rest is yours.”

      “Mine,” Millie said, still not pulling the dollar inside. She eyed him, suddenly dubious. “For what?”

      “It’s a tip.”

      “A tip for what?”

      “A tip for helping me. With my laundry.”

      Millie studied him with suspicious eyes. “You’re not speaking in code or something, are you? Does laundry have some other meaning? Because I don’t, um…”

      Realizing what she was worried about, Johnny shook his head. “No, it’s nothing like that, Millie. Look, I’m just being generous, all right? You’re nice. I appreciate your help, and…”

      He trailed off, not sure what to say.

      Millie eyed him suspiciously for another second, then pulled the money inside and smiled. “Okay. Thanks. And I’m sorry. It’s just that since I work as a motel maid, some guys assume—”

      “No. Nothing like that.”

      Her smile relaxed a little. “All right. I’ll be going, then, and I’ll take care of this tomorrow. Thank you, sir—I mean, Johnny. You’re really nice.”

      Johnny nodded and said goodnight, not feeling much like a nice guy. He felt like a nosey weirdo, startling and misleading her as he had.

      Oh well. At least he’d gotten her to take the tip. Hopefully, that would at least help her get some good food.

      Speaking of food, he was starving. So he walked down to The Right Cross on 7th and Gatti and got a chopped steak with gravy and onions, a baked potato, and a crisp green salad. The place was hopping, people making the most of their twenty-five-cent pitcher special.

      Johnny wanted to join them. Catching a buzz sounded awesome.

      But Marvella’s dietary commands still echoed in his mind, so he ordered only a single beer and skipped his usual cola.

      After savoring his food and enjoying the sights and sounds of the busy pub, he went home, hit the rack, and tumbled, happily exhausted, into the deep slumber, completely unaware that his sleep would be interrupted not once but twice that night...
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      “Welcome back, Johnny,” a familiar voice said, and suddenly, Johnny was back on the table looking at Paul and Annabelle, who leaned against cardboard boxes stacked against the near wall.

      “Hey,” Johnny said, and sat up. Thankfully, they hadn’t bothered to restrain him this time.

      “Congratulations,” Annabelle said, tugging at the drawstrings of her pink hoodie. “You’ve gained some riders.”

      “Which is kind of shocking, given the stunt you pulled on day one,” Paul said. “What were you thinking, sparring that guy?”

      Johnny shrugged. He didn’t feel the need to justify himself. “Looks like everything worked out.”

      “Against the odds, yes,” Paul said. “But that was really dumb. I mean, ninety percent of your riders unplugged as soon as Jobbo started landing punches.”

      “Understandable. Getting punched isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

      “The important thing,” Annabelle said, “is that some riders stayed. The punch you landed at the end of the round saved you.”

      “I would’ve made it to the bell even if I hadn’t rocked him.”

      “I don’t mean the punch saved you from getting knocked out. I mean it saved you from getting deactivated. The riders who stayed on loved landing that punch, so they’ve stayed with you.”

      “Yeah, and they really like the way you’re handling yourself, training and stuff. So they’ve been on the web-mind, singing your praises, and a bunch of other people have signed up.”

      “Which is why we’re here. You doubled your subscribers since we last saw you.”

      Johnny nodded, not really understanding. With the wide range of Vicarus simulations apparently available to them, why choose a guy who got up at four to run?

      “So we can offer you some credits,” Paul said, “and some pointers.”

      “Well, one pointer,” Annabelle said with a smirk. “You gotta get your rocks off.”

      “Yeah, dude,” Paul said. “You latched onto the kick ass part of the mantra—sort of, but again, you really almost blew it on day one—but you seem to have forgotten about the get laid part.”

      “I’ve been busy,” Johnny said. “You train like I’ve been training and see if you feel like hitting the bars at night.”

      Paul held up his palms. “No thanks. I’ve never understood the whole exercise thing and honestly don’t want to. If you don’t hurry up and get jiggy with it, though, you’re going to train yourself into deactivation.”

      “Get jiggy with it?”

      “Sorry. I probably missed by a decade or two with that reference. Whatever. You know what I mean, Johnny.”

      “You want me to have sex.”

      “Yes,” they said in unison.

      “People like getting laid,” Annabelle said. “Somehow, you’ve managed to capture a segment we hadn’t anticipated. We’re used to OP main character scenarios. Those riders want to kick ass and get laid straight out of the gates, and they expect to progress rapidly through power levels. With Fight Town, you seem to have landed in the opposite of that, and lucky for us, you’ve found some riders who appear to like a slower build, gritty realism, and actually having to work to get ahead. It’s… highly irregular.”

      “But you said people wanted to earn their loot,” Johnny reminded her.

      “There’s a difference between earning your loot and starting off at square one as an amateur boxer. I mean, your riders are learning how to jab. Freddie’s a great teacher, by the way.”

      Johnny nodded. “She really is.”

      “The good news,” Paul said, suddenly smiling, “is I’ve been doing some research, and studies show if you can keep these riders’ interest, they’ll actually stay with you longer than the riders who hop from OP scenario to OP scenario.”

      “Makes sense,” Johnny said. Overpowered characters were fun sometimes, but they got boring after a while.

      “But research also shows that if you don’t have sex soon, your riders will likely jump ship,” Paul said.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Johnny said. “But I’m kind of busy tomorrow.”

      He thought of Freddie, with whom he’d be spending the day and much of the night. Was sex on that particular table?

      He didn’t know. But the timing was off. She was cool, his only real friend in the world. He genuinely liked her and appreciated her help. He wouldn’t risk that just to get his rocks off.

      “Don’t worry about tomorrow,” Annabelle said. “You’re about to interface with Vicarus, and that will change everything.”

      “How?”

      “It’s like going to the store,” Paul said. “You can spend the credits you earned.”

      “And you have a decent number of credits,” Annabelle said. “Advertisers are bidding a little higher on you now. Enough that we can award you 50 credits.” She smiled at him. “But the good news is you also doubled your subscribers, so Vicarus automatically awards you another 200 credits.”

      “Which means nothing to me right now,” Johnny said. “What will that buy me?”

      “You’ll see,” Paul said. “The bottom line is you need to get laid. Or at least get some oral.”

      “Hold on,” Johnny said. “Are you telling me to spend credits on hooking up?”

      “Yeah, you’re way past due,” Annabelle said.

      “The research is clear, Johnny. You’ve been in the game for three days without so much as a handjob. If you don’t take care of that right away, the riders will desert you.”

      “Three days without sex equals a mass exodus?” Johnny said. “What the hell is wrong with you people in the future?”

      “We’re horny,” Annabelle said. “So what? You’re losing touch with reality here, Johnny. You’re the main character in a life-replacement scenario, remember?”

      “I remember. I just didn’t know people in the future were a bunch of leg-humping dogs.”

      “Ha ha,” Paul said dryly. “Look, Johnny. Your riders will put up with a lot. That dumbass stunt your first night being a prime example. But the one thing they will not tolerate is celibacy. They pay their subscription, they expect to get off.”

      “Via you,” Annabelle qualified.

      “Again, that’s pretty fucked up,” Johnny said.

      “Spare me your 21st century ethics,” Paul said. “You didn’t watch porn?”

      “Sure, but—”

      “Then you have no right to judge these people for—”

      “Bullshit,” Johnny said. “You go ahead and think what you want, buddy. But I’ll judge whoever I want, whenever I want. You might be able to pull the plug on me at any time, but you can’t control my thoughts.”

      “Unfortunately, you are correct,” Paul said. “But I keep hoping an upgrade will allow us to control thoughts. It would make life so much easier!”

      Johnny had the sudden, inexplicable urge to hop off the table and drop Paul with a right cross. But he assumed they really could deactivate him, so he said, “Look, I’m not against sex. In fact, I enjoy it. A lot. You want me to hook up, I’ll hook up. But spending credits on getting laid is like going to a prostitute.”

      “Ugh,” Annabelle said, rolling her eyes. “I never would’ve pegged you as a tiresome moralist, Johnny. All consensual sex is transactional, okay? Whether partners do it for money, love, security, pleasure, or baby making, everybody has a reason. And everybody has their price.”

      “Wow,” Johnny said. “Romance really is dead in the 22nd century, huh? No wonder you guys don’t date. You’re a bunch of hard asses.”

      “Are you finished?” Paul said, crossing his spindly arms over his chest. “Because we’re trying to save you here, all right? Look, you won’t be going to a prostitute. By spending credits, you’ll just be purchasing an experience.”

      Johnny laughed. “What’s the difference?”

      “The girl, for starters,” Annabelle said. “She won’t be turning tricks. You and she will just end up going to bed together. She’ll get the urge, and Vicarus will make it happen.”

      “Super weird,” Johnny said. “But look, I don’t need credits to get laid. I can just—”

      “No,” Paul said. “There’s no time. You have to take care of business now. Think of our ratings. We have a lot riding on this!”

      “You know, Paul,” Johnny said, grinning at the prospector, “you seem pretty uptight. Maybe you ought to be spending a few credits yourself.”

      “Enough,” Annabelle said. “We’re trying to help, Johnny. I assume you want to keep on living.”

      “Of course.”

      “Well, that’s what’s on the line. Think of it as spending credits on survival if that helps, but buy a sexual experience. And before you start fretting, no, you can’t get an STD. There are no sexually transmitted diseases in Vicarus scenarios. No unwanted pregnancies, either.”

      “Good to know,” Johnny said, but he knew all too well from personal experience that sex could result in other sorts of fallout, too. “How about unwanted relationships?”

      “Nope,” Annabelle said. “Unless you specify otherwise, we’re talking no strings attached, 100% stalker free.”

      Paul offered a shitty smile. “Of course, you might want to think that through. Until you build a loyal subscriber base, you should get off at least every few days. Maybe having a stalker to use as a living sex doll wouldn’t be so bad.”

      “No thanks.”

      “A relationship, then?” Annabelle said, smiling slyly. “Why not have your encounter with someone you like? Freddie’s cute. I like her hair.”

      Johnny shook his head but didn’t explain his reasoning. His thoughts about Freddie were none of Paul and Annabelle’s business.

      “The maid, then,” Paul said. “What’s her name, Missy?”

      “Millie,” Johnny corrected him, “and no.”

      “What about—”

      “Wait,” Johnny said, putting two and two together. “You’re telling me I can arrange this encounter with anyone?”

      Grinning, Paul nodded.

      Geez, Johnny thought, it’s a high school kid’s dream come true. The whole thing made him feel weird.

      “Look, Johnny,” Annabelle said. “We’re almost out of time. You’re about to interface with the Vicarus store. 250 credits is a lot. Spend it wisely.”

      “Buy sex first,” Paul said. “Look for a multi-encounter discount.”

      Annabelle nodded. “Sex on tap is always a good idea when you’re starting out. Remember, this isn’t about you. It’s about the riders.”

      “Yeah,” Paul said, “don’t be selfish. Oh, and with your other credits, you might consider buying a—”

      Whatever Paul had been going to say was lost, because the prospectors disappeared, and Johnny once more found himself floating in that white non-space where he’d originally seen his stats floating in midair.
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      Now, instead of his stats, the words Welcome to the Vicarus Rewards Store, Current Balance 250 Vicarus Credits floated before him. As he scanned these words, the lovely female voice he’d heard before read them aloud.

      The words disappeared, and the voice narrated the words that followed.

      First, select your rewards category. To begin, touch the interactive menu.

      A list of strobing, pink options appeared in midair.

      Gear

      Juice

      Experiences

      Johnny reached out and touched Gear first.

      The disembodied voice read aloud as a submenu with equipment categories opened.

      Weapons

      Clothing

      Food, Drink & Herbs

      Drugs & Alcohol

      Transportation

      Residential

      Miscellaneous Items & Equipment

      Money

      Wanting a baseline, Johnny selected Money first. The voice narrated.

      Current conversion rate: 1 Vicarus Credit per Fight Town Dollar

      “What does it mean by ‘current’ conversion rate?” Johnny asked. “Does money become cheaper or more expensive over time?”

      “Would you like to convert credits into dollars?” the voice asked.

      “You’re not going to answer my question, are you?”

      “I’m sorry. I could not understand your response. Please respond with yes, no, or main menu.”

      Holy shit, Johnny thought. Sexy voice or not, I’m dealing with a futuristic version of automated customer service. The 22nd century really does suck!

      “Would you like to convert credits into dollars?” the voice asked again.

      “It’s tempting,” Johnny said, thinking aloud. “I mean, a buck goes a long way in Fight Town. But I want to see what else is available first.”

      “I’m sorry. I could not understand your response. Please respond with yes, no, or main menu.”

      “No,” Johnny said, and the Gear menu reopened.

      He glanced at the weapons. There weren’t many listed. A pistol was 15 dollars. Shotguns were 20. Rifles were 25.

      There were no descriptions, so a pistol could have been a pea shooter or a hand cannon.

      The weapons menu also offered choices such as axe, knife, bat, sap, and straight razor.

      Based on what Johnny had seen so far, the only weapons he’d be needing were his fists.

      The clothing options were equally vague, offering such items as t-shirt, suit jacket, and the comparatively descriptive black leather jacket with zipper.

      He did notice, however, that the prices seemed to be good. At least these shorts, t-shirts, and sneakers cost less than those he’d purchased at the five and dime.

      It pays to shop at the company store, Johnny thought.

      Then he noticed the last two articles of clothing.

      Shirt with minor protection: 20 Vicarus Credits

      Shirt with moderate protection: 100 Vicarus Credits

      Interesting. So the shirts offered some degree of protection.

      “What kind of protection do the shirts offer?”

      “I’m sorry. I could not understand your response. Would you like to purchase an article of clothing? Please respond with yes, no, or main menu.”

      “No.”

      It might be nice to have a shirt that protected his ribs if he was going to spar some heavy-handed body puncher. Then again, he wouldn’t want to rely on it too often. He needed to condition his body to take the punishment he would receive once he was shirtless in the ring.

      Johnny left Clothing and browsed the other Gear selections.

      Apparently, the store showed only items he could afford. Under transportation, his only options were skateboard, bicycle, and unicycle.

      Really, Vicarus? A unicycle?

      The Residential category was empty, so apparently there were no two-hundred-and-fifty-dollar mansions on the market.

      Bummer.

      In some categories, the choices were so numerous he barely skimmed them.

      He almost skipped Food, Drink & Herbs but was glad he didn’t, since he realized that the offerings, though expensive, enhanced juice cultivation.

      Interesting.

      The Drugs & Alcohol menu offered substances that would get you where you wanted to go without messing up your juice.

      Again, interesting.

      Johnny had never been into drugs, but he hoped he’d have enough for a six-pack. It would be nice to catch a buzz without having to worry about what it was doing to his juice cultivation.

      Having gained a decent understanding of the Gear category, he backed out to the main menu and entered the Juice menu, which offered three subcategories: Healing, Modifiers, and Points.

      He selected the Healing subcategory.

      Minor Healing: 4 Vicarus Credits

      Moderate Healing: 20 Vicarus Credits

      Complete Healing: 100 Vicarus Credits

      There was no further explanation, but given the price, he assumed Minor Healing would be on par with zip.

      Complete Healing was pretty much self-explanatory.

      Moderate healing would be somewhere in the middle.

      Interesting that they were nested within the Juice category. So healing was also governed by juice?

      He opened the Modifiers subcategory.

      10-minute Juice Boost, 5%: 20 Vicarus Credits

      3-minute Agility Stat Boost, 25%: 10 Vicarus Credits

      3-minute Chin Stat Boost, 25%: 10 Vicarus Credits

      3-minute Endurance Stat Boost, 25%: 10 Vicarus Credits

      3-minute Power Stat Boost, 25%: 10 Vicarus Credits

      3-minute Speed Stat Boost, 25%: 10 Vicarus Credits

      3-minute Strength Stat Boost, 25%: 10 Vicarus Credits

      10-minute Recovery to Full Juice: 20 Vicarus Credits

      Noticing something, Johnny reread the list.

      There was no option for a Heart Stat Boost.

      So maybe 100 points was max after all. Was that also true of a temporarily boosted stat?

      Probably.

      It would be impossible to tell, though, with his current stats. Even chin, his highest stat this side of heart, would only rise to 99 if boosted by 25%.

      He also assumed, given the price of the Recovery option, that the 10-minute boost only started you at these enhanced numbers. From there, if you were training or fighting, your power would probably ebb like that of any person with those stats undergoing similar activities.

      Then, at the end of the 10 minutes, wham—a major crash.

      Whatever the case, all these modifiers tempted Johnny. Remembering his sparring session, he imagined how great it would be to climb through the ropes with higher juice stats and then, after reaching exhaustion, to be able to restore himself to full juice.

      Which made him wonder: were the riders with him now? Did they see his options? Were they sprawled out in their pods, shouting the choices they would make?

      Probably.

      Because people loved to play armchair quarterback, back seat driver, and likely pod-side Vicarus shopper. This allowed them to get fired up and pontificate night and day without ever having to live with the consequences of their would-be choices.

      Then, when Johnny eventually screwed up, his riders would enjoy the delicious triumph of saying I knew he should have chosen an agility boost!

      Yeah. It was all too easy to picture. And suddenly, Johnny was certain that his riders weren’t just watching and judging his choices but also popping off on Vicarus forums and the web-mind or whatever social media had become in the 22nd century.

      If he chose any of the boosts or the recovery option, some of these riders would no doubt dub him a cheater, as they would if he wore a protective shirt during sparring.

      Which was all well and good if they were riding along at home with the option to bail or switch perspectives whenever they wanted. Let them commit to taking every punch and hanging in Johnny’s body later, when he choked on mucus and pissed blood. Then see what they had to say.

      But despite being able to justify these boosts, Johnny wasn’t sure he wanted to use them. Not habitually, anyway. Doing so might keep him from progressing on his own.

      Also, he did give a shit what his riders thought. Not the ones who would inevitably second-guess him and call him stupid. But the ones who’d stuck with him. The ones Paul and Annabelle considered anomalies.

      They wanted a slow, steady build and were willing to work hard to progress. That mentality might not appreciate him strapping the juice equivalent of a jet pack onto his abilities.

      And if he lost his core audience, he would lose everything. So yeah, even if he picked up a temporary boost or two, he would use them only with caution.

      He switched to the Points subcategory and smiled.

      +1 Permanent Agility Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits

      +1 Permanent Chin Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits

      +1 Permanent Endurance Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits

      +1 Permanent Power Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits

      +1 Permanent Speed Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits

      +1 Permanent Strength Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits

      These were super tempting. Having a temporary boost would be nice in a pinch, but a permanent boost?

      Awesome.

      Also, this sort of slower, permanent leveling up would likely be more in line with what his core audience really appreciated. Hell, it was more in line with what he appreciated.

      Again, the menu offered no Heart Stat option. Was that because he’d maxed it out? Or were points beyond 100 not shown because they were so expensive that he couldn’t afford them at this time?

      He also wondered how quickly he could raise his stats through cultivation, training, and proper lifestyle. Based on these prices and the gritty nature of Fight Town, he figured it probably took a lot of time and work.

      He hoped to buy at least one permanent boost point.

      But first, he had to look at the final category, Experiences, and follow Paul and Annabelle’s advice.

      Honestly, the category should’ve just been called Sex. With few exceptions—Make a Friend, Find a Job, and the oddly tempting Pet a Three-Legged Dog in a Bar—all of the options were sexual in nature.

      Scanning the hundreds of sexual encounters available to him, Johnny decided the 22nd century was full of perverts. He did not want to swap genders for an hour, be dominated with or without penetration, have sex with an animal, or use his partner as a urinal.

      Nope, his riders were stuck with a pretty vanilla guy, at least by their standards, based on the long and twisted menu of possibilities.

      Whatever he wanted, the prices were shockingly cheap. Apparently, Vicarus, despite giving him a hard time in the ring, agreed with what Paul and Annabelle kept saying: sex sells.

      Some of the Group Sex options tempted him—doing it with two or three girls at the same time had always been a fantasy of his—but his money would be better spent on other things right now.

      So he scrolled down to the Bonus Pack subsection and zeroed in on Oral Sex with One Woman, Three Encounters for the low, low price of 1 Vicarus credit.

      He touched the selection, and the disembodied woman’s voice said, “You have selected Oral Sex with One Woman, Three Encounters. Say yes to confirm this purchase, no to return to the Experiences menu, or main menu to return to the main menu.”

      “Yes,” Johnny said, feeling ridiculous and a little embarrassed. Oh well, he thought, at least I didn’t select, Rough Anal with an Elderly, Albino. Hunchbacked Dwarf, Fifty Encounters.

      “You have purchased Oral Sex with One Woman, Three Encounters. Your new balance is 249 Vicarus credits. Now, select your partner.”

      Two options appeared: Someone You Know and Random Encounter.

      After a few seconds’ hesitation, he chose Someone You Know.

      “You have chosen Someone You Know. To—”

      “Yes,” Johnny blurted, and a holographic image of Freddie’s pretty face appeared before him.

      “Press the image to select this partner for Oral Sex with One Woman, Three Encounters,” the female voice said, “or swipe left to see additional options.”

      For a second, Johnny stared at Freddie, tempted by her eyes and lips and smile, the strands of purple hair spilling down the front of the gray sweatshirt, and even her cat ears. But what most tempted him was Freddie’s personality. She was cool and funny and nice, and he really liked her.

      Which is exactly why he swept left.

      Freddie was a good friend. If she ever became more than that, it wouldn’t be because he paid for it.

      Next up was poor Millie. She, too, was pretty, but he intended to lift her up, not exploit her mouth.

      Maybe he was reading too much into this or being a bit too noble, but he swept left again.

      And almost gagged.

      He swept Lucinda’s image off the screen with all the speed of a world-class jab.

      Next came Marvella, who was honestly kind of hot, despite her eye patch, scowl, and limp. But not hot in a cute girl you’d have fun swapping oral favors with kind of way. No, Marvella was like an I regret nothing, black widow, female praying mantis kind of way. Like she’d use you up, wring you dry, and then bite your head off.

      He swiped left.

      He went through others he’d met or just seen, considering and rejecting the girls he worked with, until he made his choice.

      Then he went back to the Juice menu and decided to spend 200 Vicarus credits on two permanent stat boosts.

      But which stat or stats should he enhance?

      He’d always believed in maximizing strengths, so it was tempting to throw both points into power.

      But he had to be smart, had to consider all options.

      His chin stat was good for now. He’d survived a clubbing from Jobbo, after all.

      With more agility he would take fewer punches and land more of his own.

      Likewise, with more speed his connect rate would go up and he’d be more likely to land clean shots.

      More strength would be nice, of course, but he was boxing, not wrestling. For now, other stats were more important.

      At 53, his endurance stat sucked, and he’d felt that during the sparring match, but he suspected it would be easier to naturally increase it than his other stats, what with his morning runs and the nightly torture that Marvella called training.

      After a good deal of deliberation, he boosted his agility and power each by one point.

      Agility was the smartest choice, he knew; but like any twenty-one-year-old male boxer, he couldn’t resist the temptation of adding more pop to his punches.

      Once these boost purchases were complete, his new stats appeared, narrated again by the disembodied voice.

      Fighter: Johnny Rockledge 

      Age: 21 

      Height: 6’0” 

      Weight: 186 pounds

      Reach: 76 inches 

      Total juice: 486 

      Total Juice minus Heart: 386 

      Agility: 51 

      Chin: 79 

      Endurance: 53 

      Heart: 100 

      Power: 74 

      Speed: 60 

      Strength: 69

      

      “Huh,” he said, speaking his surprise aloud, “I’ve lost five pounds.” He threw a combination. “I’m a lean, mean, fighting machine.”

      He chose 10-minute Juice Boost, 5% and learned he could mentally trigger the one-time boost whenever he wanted just by willing it to begin.

      The same conditions applied to the two other juice boosts he purchased: 3-minute Endurance Stat Boost, 25% and 3-minute Power Stat Boost, 25%.

      Happy with these purchases, he went through the menus and spent 6 Vicarus credits on a mini-fridge—he wanted to be able to buy and store food, as well as leftovers—and 1 Vicarus credit on a six-pack of beer that wouldn’t hurt his juice cultivation because hey, what use was an empty fridge?

      The remaining 2 Vicarus credits he converted to cash, which would help him to help Millie—and still pay the rent in a few weeks.

      With these final purchases made and his credit balance back to zero, the Vicarus Rewards Store vanished, and he found himself lying in the darkness of his motel room.

      Hey, he thought. The sultry customer service lady never told me how to activate the blowjobs.

      A second later, a soft rapping sounded at his door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      Johnny rose and crossed the room, not bothering to hunt for his pants.

      If this was what he expected, boxer shorts would be more than enough for the occasion.

      And if it was something else, hey, what do expect if you knock on a guy’s door in the middle of the night, a tux?

      He leaned into the door. Even in the peephole’s walleyed view, his visitor was beautiful. Floppy blond dog ears and all.

      And she was holding a pizza.

      Johnny opened the door.

      Sylvia bit her bottom lip, giving him the repentant little girl act, then showed him her bright white smile. “Sorry, Johnny. Did I wake you?”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He swiveled aside and gestured toward the darkness of his room. “Want to come in?”

      “Yeah, thanks.” Silvia skated past him, tail wagging. The pizza box trailed a mouthwatering aroma.

      Marvella said pizza’s bad for training, he reminded himself. Then, flicking on the light and lifting his gaze up Sylvia’s toned legs to the shapely bottom barely concealed by her pink miniskirt, he thought, but there’s plenty more to eat.

      His body was already responding to this lovely girl, so he hoped the moment was what he thought it was. Otherwise, Silvia would take one glance at his boxer shorts and things would get pointedly awkward.

      Keyword pointedly.

      Sylvia spun on her skates. Her blue eyes stared at his bruised face, trailed down his naked torso, dropped below his beltline, and bulged as her bright smile broadened.

      “Well, I must admit when the urge to visit struck, I felt a bit self-conscious,” she said, still staring below his belt, “but I can see that you’re… excited… to see me.”

      “I am,” Johnny said, closing the door behind him. There was no reason to play coy and no reason to second guess the ethics of choosing this beautiful, flirtatious girl for a bit of fun.

      Paul and Annabelle told him to make Vicarus riders happy. And he aimed to do just that.

      Sylvia bit her lip again and skated slowly over the carpeted floor, once more giving him an appraising 360.

      “I heard you went to the gym,” Sylvia said, her tail wagging faster. “All the girls are talking about it. They say you went toe to toe with Jobbo.”

      Johnny nodded, looking her up and down as she skated past, still holding the pizza. “I heard you hurt him.”

      Johnny nodded again. “Right at the bell.”

      Sylvia came to a stop and shivered. At some point, she’d unzipped her uniform top halfway, creating a pink V now filled with cleavage.

      “You must be heavy handed,” she said, her voice suddenly husky. “I mean, you must hit really hard.”

      Johnny shrugged. “I can crack all right.” He reached out and took her waist in his big hands.

      Sylvia’s eyes widened, and she smiled mischievously. “I brought you something.” She shoved the box forward, bumping its edge into his bare chest. He heard the pizza slide inside, and his nostrils filled with its glorious aroma.

      “Thanks, but you go ahead. I can’t eat it. My trainer said no pizza. I’m with Marvella, by the way. Thanks for giving me her name.”

      “No problem, Johnny. She’s the best. Really. Everybody says so. But hey, you sure you don’t want some pizza?”

      He shook his head.

      She tossed the box on the bed. “How about a blowjob instead?”

      Johnny grinned. “Sounds great. Give me a kiss first.”

      “Oh, a fighter and a romantic?” She raised her mouth to his and they kissed passionately.

      Sylvia’s mouth was warm and wet. She whimpered softly as her eager tongue invaded his mouth.

      She smelled like pizza but tasted like bubble gum. He inhaled deeply, loving the feel of her firm body wriggling against him as they kissed.

      When they finally broke the kiss, Sylvia was panting for breath. “You’re a great kisser, Johnny. You ready?”

      Wild with desire, Johnny could only nod and raise a hand to caress her beautiful face.

      “But Johnny? No sex, okay? I mean no sex-sex, all right? I’ve never done it before.”

      Johnny froze. Suddenly, this didn’t seem like such a great idea. Was he corrupting this poor girl? “How old are you?”

      “Nineteen.”

      All right. That was okay.

      “And you’re still a virgin?”

      Sylvia nodded, gripping his hand in hers. “I am. But don’t worry. My mouth isn’t.”

      She slid his hand from her cheek to her mouth, latched onto his thick middle finger, and took it in her mouth. Her bright blue eyes bore into his as she sucked his finger, pumping it in and out of her puckered mouth.

      She popped it free, lowered his hand to her firm breast, and raised her wet lips to his ear. “Please fuck my mouth, Johnny. I’m begging you to fuck my mouth.”

      He grinned. “You don’t have to beg.”

      “I’m a doggy, Johnny. I like to beg. Please give me your bone.”

      She lowered onto her knees and sat back on her skates. Her fluffy tail wagged, and her gorgeous human face stared up at him as her fingertips slipped into the waist of his boxers, stretched them over his jutting arousal, and whisked them down to his ankles.

      “Oh!” she laughed as his hardness tumbled free and slapped her forehead. She leaned her face back so his erection lay across her face. She sniffed his length, blinking dreamily, and started licking.

      Gently at first, lathing the base of his hardness; then harder and faster, whimpering again as she dragged her tongue up his throbbing erection, painting its underside with her warm saliva.

      Bringing her hands into play, Silvia stared up at him as she squeezed his balls lightly and lazily pumped his shaft with her other hand. “One more thing, Johnny. I’m still on the clock, okay? Do you think you can get off quick?”

      “Sure,” Johnny growled, reaching down to scratch behind her furry ears.

      “Mm, that feels good. But let’s save the soft touch for another time, okay? Grab my hair instead. I want you to dominate me, okay? It’s a dog thing. Take control. Fuck my mouth hard and deep, Johnny. Please? I’m begging you.”

      Johnny brushed her hands from his manhood. They fell to her breasts and stayed there, wrists limp, making her seem like a mostly human dog sitting up and begging for a treat.

      He grabbed a fistful of blond hair. “Open your mouth and stick out your tongue.”

      She shuddered with excitement, smiled brightly, and did as she was told.

      He slapped his cock off her wet tongue, making her quiver.

      “Please, Johnny. Give it to me hard and quick. Be the boss. Take my mouth.”

      He pushed his tip into her mouth and filled his hands with blond hair.

      Instantly, Silvia plunged her mouth forward, taking him deep into her mouth. Johnny didn’t know whether this was a function of gameplay or the girl was just supernaturally talented, but she pushed forward, lips cinched tightly around his girth, and deepthroated every inch.

      Pausing there, she stared up at him, her big blue eyes blinking and her tail wagging.

      Johnny growled with pleasure. Seeing the girl’s capabilities, he decided to give her exactly what she wanted: a rough, fast, dominant throat-fucking.

      Gripping Sylvia’s silky hair, he jerked her head back and forth, thrusting his hips, and burying himself to the root again and again as she clutched his legs and wagged her tail, the pink miniskirt creeping up to reveal a shapely ass clad in white cotton panties.

      A short time later, he pulled her head forward and held her in place and exploded, growling as he pumped jet after jet down her talented throat.

      Popping her mouth free, Sylvia gasped for air and showed him a huge smile. “Thank you, master!”

      “Master?” he laughed.

      “You’re my master now, Johnny,” she said, zipping her top and struggling to catch her breath. “You own my mouth, anyway. Thanks!”

      “Thanks? I’m the one who should be thanking you.”

      Sylvia shook her head and stood with impressive ease, considering her roller skates. “No need to thank me, master. My mouth is yours to use as you will, when you wish. Mm. That was wonderful!”

      She straightened her uniform, tugging down the hem of her miniskirt, picked up the pizza, and kissed him on the cheek. “Thanks, Johnny.”

      “Hold on,” he said, grabbing her arm. “Don’t you want me to return the favor, get you off?”

      Smiling devilishly, Sylvia shook her head. “I hate to suck and run, but I have pizzas to deliver. The rest of my shift, I’ll be replaying in my head how you dominated me tonight. By the time I get home, I’ll be so horny, I’ll cum in two seconds.”

      She kissed his cheek again, opened the door, and skated out with a smile on her face. “Sweet dreams, Johnny!”
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      Johnny woke up early, went for his run, and took a shower, planning to go back to bed.

      But by the time he toweled off, he knew sleep was a lost cause. He was wide awake, so he decided to grab breakfast over at Lou’s. 

      The diner was packed, especially given that it wasn't even six yet. 

      He found a seat at the lunch counter and laid his hat before him. No one on the morning shift looked familiar. That was fine. Sometimes, anonymity is nice. Especially before you’ve had your coffee.

      Waiting to place his order, Johnny replayed Silvia’s nocturnal visit. Typically, he was an attentive lover, neither dominant nor submissive but empathetic.

      Sylvia’s aggressive submission, however, along with her incredible deepthroat skills, had awakened something within him. He might not have ears or a tail, but he now knew there was a  dominant primordial beast living in his heart.

      Well, he’d done as Paul and Annabelle had asked and given his riders what they hungered for.

      The idea of purchasing the experience still weirded him out a little but not so much as it had. There’s something about getting an A+ blowjob that puts the mind at ease.

      Which made him wonder when Sylvia would show up again.

      A waitress, thirtyish with curly black hair and a name tag that read Sandy, strolled over, greeted Johnny, and asked what he wanted. 

      He was hungry from all this working out, and the good smells coming out of the kitchen made his stomach growl. He ordered scrambled eggs, hash browns with gravy, toast with coffee, and a double side of bacon. 

      "Well,” Sandy said with a big smile, "somebody sure brought his appetite with him this morning. You a fighter?" 

      Johnny nodded. It felt natural now. It felt like it was his identity.  

      Sandy brightened. “Are you a pro?" 

      “Not quite,” he said with a grin, feeling a little sheepish. “In fact, I just started this week.” 

      Sandy laughed, setting a white cup and saucer on the counter before him. “Well, in that case, good luck to you. It's hard work, fighting.”

      Johnny leaned back and twisted, making a show of wincing at the soreness. “My body concurs.”

       “My brothers and sisters all gave it a go. But not me. Oh no.” Sweeping a carafe from the coffee station behind her, Sandy filled his cup. “Why would I want to punch people? And why in the world would I want them punching at me? No thank you. Besides, I don't have the stomach for boxing. Can't even watch the fights. I mean, I watch them. Of course, I watch. Everybody watches. But if somebody gets cut or killed, it makes me sick. Would you like some cream?” 

      Johnny shook his head. “I drink it black.” 

      But something she’d said echoed in his mind. Cut or killed. He knew people got killed boxing. Not often, though. How frequently did fighters die in Fight Town?

      “Spoken like a true fighter,” she said, drifting toward the kitchen. “Well, this stuff’s strong. You drink it black, you’ll be 10-0 by the time I get back with your food.”   

      Johnny sipped his coffee, twisted halfway around on his stool, and watched people passing on the street, which was busy for the hour. The coffee was good—dark and bitter—even better than the lunch counter coffee at the five and dime. 

      When Sandy came back and spread his food before him, Johnny asked if Lou was working.  

      The waitress shook her head. “He never works on fight days. Well, every day is fight day in Fight Town, I suppose, but you know what I mean. The big ones. Probably goes back to his days as a fighter.”

      Johnny nodded, reckoning that was why Lou had given him the day off, too. “Was he good?”

      “Who, Lou?” Sandy said, and looked at him like he was crazy. “Good? He was great. City champ, then had a solid pro career, went something like 100-20. How do you think he paid for this diner?”

      “I’ll have to ask him for some pointers,” Johnny said.

      Sandy grinned. “You do, you’d better not have any plans for the day. Once you get Lou talking about boxing, he doesn’t stop. Is there anything else I can get for you?”  

      Johnny shook his head and dug in.   

      The eggs were good. The rest was excellent. Which came as no surprise with the bacon. You have to work pretty hard to mess up bacon, and this stuff was done just right, chewy but crisp at the edges with plenty of sweet and salty caramelization. The real shocker, though, was the home fries with sausage gravy. The potatoes were soft and salty with onions cooked into them. The cream gravy was thick and rich, just greasy enough, with a generous amount of spicy ground sausage. 

      Johnny took his time, remembering the instructions of Paul and Annabelle, and savored both the food and the moment.   

      People came and went, most of them talking about the fights. They were all jazzed up. 

      Johnny was jazzed up, too. He was excited to see the fights, but mostly, he was looking forward to hanging out with Freddie. It was cool of her to show him the ropes.

      After he finished up and paid his bill, a voice behind him said, “Well, look what the cat dragged in. Guess they’ll let anybody in this joint.”

      Johnny turned to see his orange-haired motel manager smirking at him. She had the pug in her arms.

      “Hey, Lucinda.”

      “Don’t try to butter me up, kid. You get a job yet?”

      He nodded.

      “Good, because—”

      “There ain’t no free rides in Fight Town,” he finished for her, rising from his stool.

      “That’s right,” Lucinda said, holding the pug like a furry football under one arm as she brushed off the stool he’d been sitting in. “I see you packing in a fancy breakfast, makes me wonder if you’re eating next month’s rent. Who was dumb enough to hire you?”

      Johnny took a step toward the door and grinned back over his shoulder. “I’m a motel inspector.”

      Lucinda’s rasping laughter escorted him out.

      Half a block down 8th, a crowd bustled, pointing into a tree. Men stood with hands on hips and their hats pushed back, staring up into the lower branches with amazed expressions. Women pointed and whispered and craned their necks to get a better look.

      Johnny ambled over, picking up snippets of conversation, excited voices talking about someone called the Exhibitionist.

      Johnny scanned the lower branches but saw no one up there, naked or otherwise. Then he spotted what everyone was staring at: a little statue nine or ten inches tall, perched atop a thick branch ten feet off the ground.

      Some kid started to crawl into the tree, but he was hauled down by a beefy cop in a blue uniform. “Hold on, sonny. Nobody touches it until the reporters get their pictures.”

      As if summoned by the policeman, several men and women with big cameras appeared and started photographing the tiny statue with bright flashes.

      Johnny shrugged, started to turn away, and nearly collided with a bespectacled brunette in a dark suit, staring expectantly at him with a notepad in one hand and a pen in the other.

      “Sir, a moment of your time?” she asked.

      “Me?” Johnny asked.

      “Yes, sir. I’m Phyllis Fischer of the Fight Town Tribune. Would you mind answering some questions for me? You’re a fighter, right?”

      “Yeah, I guess, but—”

      “Great, thanks,” Phyllis Fischer said, and pointed her male colleague toward the group of bystanders. “Tim, get in there and get some eyewitness accounts. I’m going to speak with this boxer. People love boxers.”

      “Hey, I didn’t really see much,” Johnny admitted.

      “That’s okay. Your name, sir?”

      Johnny told her.

      “Weight class?”

      “I weigh one eighty-five.”

      “A light-heavy, then?”

      He shrugged.

      Phyllis frowned. “What’s your record.”

      “I’m just starting out.”

      Phyllis sighed. A second later, she was smiling again. “That’s okay, Johnny. You look like a fighter. That’s what matters. Hey, Tammy? Tammy, come on over here, okay?”

      Turning back to Johnny, the reporter said, “Tell me, what are you doing out on the street this early Saturday morning?”

      He hooked a thumb over one shoulder. “Just had breakfast over at Lou’s.” Then, realizing Lou would appreciate it, he added, “It’s great. Best breakfast in town.”

      “All right. So you come out of Lou’s, you see the crowd, come on over to investigate. Tell me what it was like, the moment you realized you were seeing the work of none other than the Exhibitionist?”

      “I never heard of him.”

      Phyllis rolled her eyes. “Work with me here, kid. I gotta write an article. People like fighters. Say something I can use, all right? You said ‘him.’ Do you believe the Exhibitionist is male?”

      “I…”

      “Just give me a yes or a no, Johnny.”

      “Sure, I guess.”

      “Great. What makes you think the Exhibitionist is a male?”

      “Look, I’m sorry. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t know what I’m talking about? Where’ve you been living kid, in the sewers? We’re talking about the Exhibitionist, the mysterious street artist of Fight Town. Tammy, there you are. Get a picture of this guy, will you?”

      Tammy smiled. “Mm. Gladly, Phyllis. He’s handsome. Come on, mister.”

      Tammy led him over to the tree and cleared people away and told Johnny to stare up at the statue and look fascinated.

      That was easy enough. The statue was incredible. It depicted a muscular man locked in deep kiss with a swooning, dark-haired girl. The guy was dressed like Johnny in a white tank top. The muscles of his back rippled with amazing definition as he leaned into the kiss, dipping the mostly obscured woman, whose long, thin tail wrapped across his lower back, further fortifying their passionate embrace.

      Johnny was blinded by Tammy’s flash.

      “Turn toward me and smile, sir.”

      Another blinding flash.

      “Now, point at the statue and give a thumbs-up with the other hand. That’s it. Look excited.”

      Johnny was glad to get out of there.

      He went to the five and dime, picked up a quart of milk, a block of cheese, some fruit, beef sticks, an avocado, some spinach, a knife, a three-pack of large plastic tumblers, another three-pack of dishrags, and some detergent and headed home, where he placed the groceries in his new fridge, put on a nice shirt, and went back out to stroll the streets until it was time to meet Freddie.
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      The Overbrook’s green façade stood out from a block away. Freddie waited for him out front, sitting on top of a bicycle rack. Johnny noticed none of the many bikes were chained up.

      So, no thieves, then? Somehow, after growing up in Philly, the idea of a city without thieves was more jarring than girls with furry ears and tails.  

      “Hey,” Freddie said, popping off the rack.

      This was the first time he’d seen her in something other than gym clothes, and her loveliness totally sucker punched him.

      Freddie wore black yoga pants and a black sports bra. Her purple hair shimmered, cascading halfway down her thighs. He recognized her toned arms and legs, but her toned abs and cleavage surprised him. 

      With hands on hips, Freddie tilted her head, smirking. “What are you staring at?” 

      Johnny shook his head. “Who, me? Nothing. Sorry, I—” 

      Freddie laughed. “Real smooth, Romeo. Real smooth. Don't get weird on me now.” 

      “Me, weird? Not a chance. It’s just you look so—” 

      She jabbed him in the arm. “Come on, tough guy, before you say something you’ll regret.”  

      She led him through a side door and up a stairwell.  

      Johnny’s legs complained after running so many stairs at the gym, but given the view as he followed Freddie’s yoga pants, the rest of him wished the stairwell would never end.  

      Six or seven stories later, she led him through a door onto a rooftop terrace.  

      “Wow,” he said, “you’re chock full of surprises. I didn't expect this.” 

      The whole rooftop gleamed vibrant green. Along the carpet of rich grass stood dozens of raised cedar planters bursting with herbs and lettuces and bright red tomatoes climbing cedar cages.  

      “It's nice, huh?” Freddie said with apparent pride. “I like to come up here. A couple of years ago, this was just a rooftop, you know? And the whole complex was this kind of beat. I mean it was fine, but the garden changed everything. It’s like our own personal park. And things here are really nice now. Maybe they always were, but maybe we didn’t really know it?” 

      She shrugged and smiled. “Anyway, people come up here and work on the garden. It’s nice. People work together, talk about stuff other than leaking pipes and the fights. My mom, she loves it up here, but she can’t really leave Daddy long enough to really enjoy it. Even when my sister and I volunteer to keep an eye, she hates to leave him.” 

      Freddie trailed off and suddenly looked so sad, Johnny had to resist the urge to haul her into a hug.  

      Then Freddie forced a smile. “You know the craziest thing? The rooftop garden works. People volunteer and grow the food and share it. Nobody’s in charge, and it’s all on the honor system, but it works. So it's great. I mean, the fresh food is awesome, really good for fighters like us, but you know what's even better? This garden has shown us all that our neighbors are good people. We’ve gone from being an apartment to becoming a community. I love it.” 

      “That’s great. People changing their world for the better.”

      Freddie laughed. “Wow—sorry, I sound like Reina’s PR person. I guess her positivity and pep talks have gotten into my head. All my neighbors’ heads, too. She is pretty persuasive.” 

      “Who's Reina?” 

      For a second, Freddie fixed him with a you can’t be serious look. “I keep forgetting you aren’t from around here. I mean, you're clueless.” 

      He shrugged. “Guilty as charged. So, are you gonna tell me who Reina is, or do I have to beat it out of you?” 

      Freddie rolled her eyes. “You wish. I’d whip you with one hand tied behind my back.” 

      “Kinky.” 

      Freddie laughed. “Settle down, Johnny boy. Pace yourself. Have a seat. Right in the grass.” 

      He lowered himself onto the green cushion of the soft, sun-warmed grass.  

      Freddie sat down facing him, her folded legs mere inches from his. “Reina is the Juice Queen, the best conditioning and cultivating coach in Fight Town. You stick around the gym you'll see her sometime. She comes in for high-dollar fighters training for big fights. Reina helps them max their juice when they’re taking a shot at the title or something.” 

      “So, she makes them punch faster and harder, stuff like that?”  

      “Yeah, she gets people in top shape. Marvella knows her. They worked together a few times, when Marvella had fighters on the way up.” 

      “So when I fight for the world championship…” 

      “Yeah,” Freddie laughed, “but maybe you ought to win at least one sparring match before planning your ascension.” 

      “Wow, Freddie,” Johnny joked, “your negativity is really getting me down. What would Reina say?” 

      “You’re crazy, anybody ever tell you that? Anyway, this one time, I was in the gym, meditating on the mat after a hard sparring session with this tough girl from Wolf Town. My head was all empty and buzzy, the way it gets when you do a bunch of rounds with somebody good. 

      “So I was sitting there, and I didn’t even see Reina, right? I was just doing my thing. Reina comes walking past with Marvella and lets her fingertips kind of brush over my shoulder. And I swear, my focus doubled instantly. I mean, I've never been so focused in my life. Just one touch. 

      “So Reina looks down at me, and she’s so pretty, it's like a goddess is standing over me, right? I’m starstruck. All this time, I've been meditating and cultivating, chasing what she gave me with a brush of her fingers. I’m locked in, super focused, buzzing with energy. My grid is wide open and burning bright. All the streets all flowing freely and shining like Christmas. And Reina looks down at me and says, Girl, you got good energy.” 

      “That’s pretty cool,” Johnny said, happy for Freddie.  

      “I know, right? It really was. But here’s the thing. There I was, face-to-face with my hero, right? This was like six months ago. The superstar Juice Queen herself said I had good energy, which is like amazing praise from someone like her, right?”  

      Johnny nodded. 

      “You know what I said back to her? Here's my big opportunity, right? And you know what I said to her?” 

      Johnny shook his head. “What?” 

      Freddie laughed and slapped herself in the forehead. “I said, Thank you for putting a garden on my rooftop, Reina. The tomatoes are great.” 

      Johnny burst out laughing. “Hey, at least it came from the heart, right?” 

      “I guess. Or maybe the stomach. The tomatoes really are great, though. But anyway, that's what Reina does. She grew up in the Ward, and she gives back to the neighborhood all the time. She's always putting up community gardens, helping somebody out, putting up those little free library boxes. Right now, she’s building a park for kids to play in over by the tracks. She's a really good person.”

      “So are you,” Johnny said. 

      Freddie smiled dubiously. “I’ll bet you say that to all the girls.” 

      “No. I mean it, Freddie. Thanks.” 

      “Thanks? For what?” 

      He twisted, indicating everything. The rooftop garden, the sunny morning, Freddie herself. “For this. For taking me under your wing. I didn’t know anybody here. You’ve been really nice to me. So thanks.” 

      “No problem.” She looked down at the grass, smiling, plucked a blade, and lifted her gaze to his. “I'm glad you’re here, Johnny.” 

      “Me too.” Impulsively, he reached out and poked the toe of her sneaker.

      “You scuff my kicks, I’ll whip your ass. Now let’s get to work.” 

      “If this is your workout, I like your training style way better than Marvella’s. I'm so sore my hair hurts.” 

      Freddie laughed. “It gets better. And no, we haven't started working yet. We’ll work on our juice today, Johnny. All this training, all the straining, the bag work and sit-ups and sparring, the endless roadwork, it's necessary. And it never stops. But if you don't work on your juice, too, you’ll never get ahead. You gotta do both.” 

      “All right, coach. Like you pointed out so bluntly, I’m clueless. Teach me.”  

      She got into a lotus position with her forearms resting palms up on her thighs and told him to do the same.  

      “Keep your back straight, Johnny, and concentrate on your breathing. Let everything go. All your thoughts and concerns. Just breathe and relax.” 

      Johnny did as he was told. He’d never noticed before, but Freddie’s voice was very soft and appealing, hypnotic, even—almost seductive.   

      “If you feel yourself starting to form thoughts,” she said, “let go and refocus on your breathing. I'll be sitting here beside you doing the same thing, okay?" 

      "Sounds great." 

      Johnny watched Freddie close her eyes. Her face relaxed. The shiner under her left eye had faded from purple to pink against yellow. He'd never noticed how long her eyelashes were before.  

      He wondered if she had a boyfriend. A girl that pretty? She must. He couldn’t help but feel disappointed at the thought.  

      One of Freddie’s eyes, long lashes and all, flew open. "No peeking, Johnny. Get your eyes shut. Focus on your breathing." 

      He offered her a little salute and gave it a shot. Meditating was harder than he would've thought. He tried to concentrate on his breathing, but his mind kept drifting. He thought about Freddie, the garden, the fights, Sylvia deepthroating him, the awesome breakfast he’d eaten, sounds he heard from the rooftop, all sorts of stuff, on and on and on in the endless stream of half-connected bullshit thoughts experienced by everyone except characters in books.  

      Each time Johnny realized that he had slid into thinking again, he silently chastised himself and dumped his conscious thoughts. 

      "Okay,” Freddie’s voice said, “keep your eyes shut. Here's what I want you to do. Open your mouth just a little bit. I mean a fraction of an inch. Push the tip of your tongue against the back of your upper teeth, okay?” 

      Johnny made the adjustment. “My tongue is ready for action, ma’am.” 

      “Don't distract me with empty promises,” Freddie laughed. “Okay, breathe in through your nose. Hold it. Then let it out, slowly and evenly, through your mouth. Got it?” 

      Johnny gave it a shot. "All right. Now what?"  

      "Keep focusing on your breathing like that but start counting in your head. A slow six count in through the nose. Then hold your breath for a seven count. Then let it out slowly on an eight count. I’ll count out loud at first, help you get started. When you exhale, try to get out every bit of air. Then fill the void with fresh air, all right? Really fill your lungs. A little more each time. In and out, Johnny. That’s it. Keep doing it. In and out, in and out. Nice and steady, nice and smooth. Keep going deeper. I'll start the count.” 

      Johnny nodded.  

      “One, two, three,” Freddie counted. 

      Johnny inhaled slowly. 

      “Deeply, Johnny. Pull the air into your chest. Fill it up. Now hold it. One, two, three…” 

      Several cycles later, the timing clicked. The hardest part was letting the air out slowly. Also, once he finished exhaling, he had to resist the urge to haul in lungfuls of air all at once. 

      "That's it, Johnny. In and out, in and out. Take your time. We have all the time in the world. Nice and easy. Nice and smooth. Nice and deep. There's no rush. Let’s make the most of this.” 

      After a while, Freddie quit coaching and counting, and they both kept track in their heads, Johnny aware of Freddie’s breathing before him. They were completely in sync. 

      It was oddly mesmerizing. At the end, when Freddie touched his shoulder and jarred him from his trancelike meditation, he was surprised to learn that they had been at it for half an hour.  

      “Wow,” he said. He felt great. Very awake but very relaxed, too.

      Sitting beside him now, Freddie threw an arm over his shoulders and gave him half a hug, beaming. "You did great, Johnny! I mean really great. I'm so surprised.” 

      “Heh, I don't know whether to be flattered or insulted. Just how surprised are you?” 

      “Honestly? Pretty darn surprised. You didn't exactly strike me as the meditating type.” She gave him a little shove. “I might have to take a closer look at you, Johnny. There might be more to you than meets the eye. Which isn't saying much, right now.” 

      Johnny laughed. “Well, don't worry. Your original estimation of me was probably spot on. I'm just an old knuckle-dragger.” 

      Freddie gave him a mischievous smile. “That's okay. Knuckle-draggers have their uses, too.” 

      He was about to ask her what she meant by that, but Freddie popped up and clapped her hands. “All right, first cultivation session over.” 

      Johnny got to his feet. “That was cultivation?” 

      “Yes and no,” she said. “You’re not impressed?” 

      “Drowsy is more like it. Honestly, I’m a little underwhelmed.” 

      “You just wait, tough guy. You just wait. Cultivation is way more than just clearing your mind and focusing on your breathing.” 

      “Well, I appreciate you showing me the ropes.”

      “And I appreciate you coming over. Honestly, it’s nice having somebody to work out and meditate with.”

      “Anytime.”

      “Anytime, huh? You mean that?”

      “I do. Well, other than when I’m working.”

      “You want to start running together?”

      “Sure. That sounds great, actually.”

      “Cool. At least, I’ll know I’m not the only idiot getting up at a quarter to four.”

      “Wait, a quarter to four? But Marvella said—”

      Freddie shook her head. “I don’t want to do just what Marvella says. I want to push harder than anybody. I want to be the best. I have to be the best. When I get in the ring, I never want to be thinking I should’ve done more to get ready, you know? I don’t even want to think I could have done more to prepare. So yeah, a quarter to four. You tough enough to hang?”

      “Definitely. Want to meditate afterward?”

      Freddie smiled. “Sounds great. Every day?”

      “That’s what I’m proposing.” Johnny held out his fist. “A pact, then. Partners to the bitter end. You push me, I push you. We both make it to the top. We both become the best.”

      Grinning, Freddie pounded his fist with hers. “Deal, Johnny. Now, what do you say we head over to the fights? A lot of people don’t show up until the pros get started, but I want you to see the amateurs, even the novice class fighters. Especially the novice class. Might as well see what you’re getting into—and why our crazy asses are getting up at a quarter to four!”
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      Johnny put on his dress shirt, but Freddie told him not to wear the suit coat or he’d sweat to death. While he waited on the street in front of her apartment, she took his jacket upstairs and came back down fifteen minutes later in a short black dress and heels.

      She smirked at him, stopped ten feet away, and twirled, making her dress lift to her upper thighs. “Yeah, I’m a girl. Now pick your jaw off the sidewalk and let’s go.”

      “You look great, Freddie.”

      “Thanks. Here, take my arm. I have practically zero practice walking in these stupid things.”

      They walked up to 10th, hung a right on Trinidad, passed a weird-looking store called Angel Ramon’s Roman Artifacts, and walked several blocks, the sidewalks growing more crowded as they neared Chavez Street.

      The Arena towered overtop a subway station and took up three city blocks. A big electronic billboard over the main entrance displayed the faces of two scowling fighters and the message, Harper vs. Prince: This time it’s for keeps!

      Despite all of Fight Town’s neon lights, this was the first time, he’d seen an electronic billboard that looked like something from Times Square. Actually, The Arena reminded him of Madison Square Garden, only bigger.

      A crowd milled below the marquee, people just hanging around, talking, fooling around. Most were hustlers scalping tickets, offering bets, or selling companionship at an hourly rate.

      Freddie clung to Johnny’s arm and navigated through the laughing, catcalling crowd.

      As they passed, a few people called out to Freddie by name. She nodded or waved but didn’t stop to talk to any of them.

      At the gate the ticket taker smiled. Freddie gave her a fist bump, and before Johnny could offer to pay, she’d ordered two tickets and handed her friend a dollar.

      Beyond the gate, they entered a big lobby lined with concession booths, the air redolent with the smells of beer and popcorn, the ceiling flowing with flashing ads that put Times Square to shame. Every square inch of ceiling space writhed in lurid colors, selling beer and razor blades and betting booths to those passing underneath.

      “Here,” Johnny said, offering Freddie a dollar. “I was going to pay.”

      Freddie batted his dollar away. “Your money’s no good here, Johnny. My treat.”

      “Thanks,” Johnny grumbled. It felt weird, having a girl pay his way. Sure, this might be normal here, but you grow up poor, you live in fear of moments like that. “But lunch is on me, and don’t give me any shit about it, Lopez.”

      Freddie laughed. “Why do you think I paid admission? A fighter always has to think ahead. No way I was getting stuck with the lunch tab!”

      The fights hadn’t started yet, so they decided to eat first.

      “Want a cheesesteak?” Johnny said as they passed a place that smelled like someone had left the door to heaven’s kitchen wide open.

      Freddie punched him in the arm. “Are you cruel or just dumb, Johnny? I’m cutting weight, remember? Besides, if Marvella sees you eating shit like that, she’ll have you do the steps for an hour straight… carrying her on your back.”

      “Yeah, I forgot. I blame the cheesesteaks.”

      “Sometimes, that’s the toughest part of the fight game. Cutting weight, sticking to the straight and narrow. No cheesesteaks, no pizza, no ice cream, no partying. It’s enough to drive a girl out of her mind.”

      “So what do you eat, cucumber slices and a glass of diet water?”

      Freddie laughed and pointed across the lobby. “Let’s go to Midtown Noodle. It’s awesome, and they have a fighter’s menu, too, if you don’t mind spending a little more.”

      “For you? Anything.”

      “I knew I liked you,” Freddie said, and they got in line.

      “Hey, Johnny,” a girl’s voice called, and Johnny turned to see one of the waitresses from work smiling from the midst of several girls in short dresses. They were all grinning at him.

      “Hey, Ginny. How you doing?”

      “Great, Johnny. Nice to see you. Are you fighting tonight?”

      He laughed. “Not me.”

      “Ah, that’s too bad. I would’ve put my money on you.”

      “Me too,” another girl said.

      Three others leaned together, whispering and giggling.

      “Have a good one, Ginny,” Johnny said.

      “All right, Johnny. See you at the diner!”

      “Wow, Johnny,” Freddie teased, “no fights yet and you already have a fan club.”

      “What can I say? I’m pretty awesome.”

      Freddie rolled her eyes. “Well, Ginny and her girlfriends sure think so.”

      Johnny hip-bumped her. “Jealous much?”

      “Please,” Freddie said. “I’m way out of your league, hotshot.”

      When they reached the counter, Freddie asked for the fighters’ menu, and the guy reached under the counter and passed them two long, slender slips of paper that read Fighters’ Menu: Cultivation Neutral and Positive Cuisine.

      Mentally, Johnny nodded, putting more pieces of his new reality together. So, this sort of food wasn’t available solely through the Vicarus Rewards Store.

      “Cult food’s all about ingredients and processing, apparently,” Freddie said.

      The prices weren’t bad. They were a little more expensive than regular food for cultivation-neutral choices, maybe a ten or fifteen-percent markup, and a bit more for cultivation-positive varieties, which Freddie explained that everyone called “cult” food.

      He wondered about the benefits. “Will this stuff help you cut weight?”

      “Sadly, no. But it’s good for us. The more of this stuff we eat, the faster we increase our juice. Premier fighters, the ones pulling down big purses, they eat cult food all the time. That’s part of what Reina does with her clients, nutrition.”

      “What’s good?”

      “Normally, I’d say the pho, but that’s a pain in the ass to eat in the arena seats. You like peanut sauce?”

      “I guess? I like everything except butternut squash.”

      “Weirdly specific, my friend. Try #7, the rice noodle with chicken and peanut sauce. It’s pretty awesome. Then sometime, we’ll hit the main store and try the pho.”

      “Sounds good. Is that what you’re having, then, #7?”

      “Please.”

      Scanning the paper, he saw neutral beer, too.

      Pointing, he said, “Want a beer with that?”

      “No thanks. Just water for me. I still gotta cut weight. But you go ahead.”

      “You won’t mind? I mean, it won’t drive you nuts, sipping water while I’m enjoying a beer?”

      “Hell no. If I was that weak, I’d never make weight.”

      “All right, then,” he said, and ordered two cultivation-positive #7s and two twenty-four-ounce neutral beers.

      “Hey,” Freddie said as they stepped aside to wait for their order. “I was serious. I’m not drinking.”

      “I know,” Johnny said, hefting the beers. “Both of these are for me.”

      “Great, I’m in the company of a degenerate.”

      “You have no idea… yet.”

      “Don’t make any promises you can’t keep, big talker,” Freddie said. “And hey—thanks for lunch, Johnny, but you didn’t have to spend extra on me. Neutral would’ve been great.”

      “Screw that,” Johnny said, and held out his fist. “We’re going to be the best, right?”

      Freddie beamed and brought her fist down on his. “Right!”

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” a magnified voice called from the main arena. “A very good day to you all. Our first bout of this amazing card will be starting in five minutes. Let’s hear it, Fight Town… are you psyched for the fights?”

      Johnny howled, adding his voice to everyone in the corridor and the main arena clapping and hooting their readiness.

      “You’re crazy,” Freddie laughed.

      They got their food and cut across the river of fight-goers. The crowd was growing by the minute.

      “It pays to get here early,” Freddie said. “Now we can get to our seats without having to—”

      “Here, Kitty Kitty… hey Fearful! Fearful Freddie!”

      Freddie scowled and half-turned to face a pack of wolves in red track suits that read 110th Street Gym. A wolfgirl with thick, black hair and a glowing nose ring leered at her from the front of the group.

      “What do you want, Dominica?” Freddie asked.

      “When I want something from you,” the wolfgirl said, “you’ll be the first to know. Because when I want something, I take it. You still fooling around in the novice class?”

      “I got one bout left.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t drag your feet and wait for the city championship. But hey, no fur off my tail. Just means I get to gobble you up sooner rather than later.”

      “We’ll see,” Freddie said and turned away.

      “Well, she seemed nice,” Johnny said.

      “I can’t stand Dominica,” Freddie said as they climbed the stairs to the main arena. “She comes by the gym for sparring sometimes. When I was first starting out, she used to kick the living shit out of me. It’s gotten closer over recent months, but she’s really good.”

      “She’s open class.”

      Freddie nodded. “And city champ. She has sixty-some fights and has only lost a couple of times. She’s really strong. I mean, she has good power too, but she’s so strong and physical in there. Every time we spar, I feel like I’ve been run over by a taxi. Part of it’s that nose ring. I wish I had juice gear. If I did, I’d give her a run for her money.”

      Johnny had seen a few fighters wearing glowing bling in the gym but had assumed they were just for show. “What’s a ring like that do, boost your juice?”

      “Yeah. We can’t wear them during a fight, but they still build you up if you wear them when you’re not fighting. With juice bling, you can train harder for longer, and everything you do builds up your natural juice faster than you could alone. It’s so unfair.”

      “Seems like rich kids would have a huge advantage in the ring.”

      “Shit, rich kids never hang. If you don’t need money, you never last. Doesn’t matter how much bling you have. Once you take a shot to the liver, you don’t need bling. You need a reason not to quit.”

      They topped the stairs. The main arena sprawled away. It was epic, even larger than a professional football stadium—the place had to hold 150,000 people—and every inch of the domed ceiling pulsed with streaming advertisements, beautiful models a hundred feet tall selling beer they would never drink if they wanted to keep fitting in their skimpy bikinis.

      That ceiling was seriously straight out of some cyberpunk game.

      They found their seats in the middle of the arena, settled in, and ate their food.

      It was great, some of the tastiest food Johnny had ever eaten, and he had to keep reminding himself to pump the brakes and savor each bite. If it weren’t for his riders, he’d pound the whole thing. That’s how good it was.

      As Johnny ate, warmth suffused his body. Was the food warming his blood?

      He mentioned it to Freddie, who was fanning herself. “It’s powerful, right? Feel it working on your juice?”

      “I feel like I’m all shot through with lines of fire.”

      “That’s your grid,” Freddie said. “That’s how your juice moves through you. Picture a city grid, like a street map, but running through your mind and body. That’s your juice grid.”

      “Weird,” Johnny said, feeling it.

      “I guess? Honestly, it doesn’t seem weird to me, though. There’s never been a time when I didn’t know about juice and grids. Coming from the sticks, this must be strange for you.”

      Johnny shrugged. “At least I have a good teacher.”

      The beer was great, too—and strong. He drank the first one quickly and already felt that back-brain tickling that meant a buzz was setting up shop in his skull.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, fight fans of all ages,” the announcer called from the center of the ring. “Are you ready to rock?”

      Everyone, including Johnny and Freddie, applauded and cheered.

      The ring was far enough away that Johnny couldn’t even make out the announcer’s facial features, but big screens over the ring and high up on each of the arena walls offered a close-up view of the smiling catman in a black-and-white tuxedo.

      Two fighters in headgear and their small entourages climbed into the ring. One wore a black robe with Rich Post Security Services on the back. The other’s robe, royal blue in color, advertised Schinhofen’s Gaming Emporium.

      Compared to the flashing advertisements streaming up and down the columns and across the ceiling, these simple logos seemed incredibly old-timey.

      But that was the nature of this Vicarus simulation, Johnny supposed; it offered the best of two worlds: the calm of days gone by married to the pulsing excitement of a lurid cyberpunk scenario.

      The designers were wise, he thought, limiting the futuristic touches to neon signs and this Mecca of strobing stimulation. This world would never have evolved on its own, of course, but what about it? It seemed to Johnny that a life-replacement system could easily overdo realism. This situation offered long stretches of calm comfort and—at the fights, anyway—as much noise and excitement as you could ever want.

      “Our first fight of the evening pits two young men in the 175-pound weight division, both in their debut bout. Fighting out of the red corner, representing Dogville, Yeorgi Parks!”

      Halfhearted applause rippled across the mostly empty arena, punctuated by howls of support from a section apparently comprised of fans from Dogville.

      “And in the blue corner, the Ward’s own Joey Burton.”

      Fight fans filled only a third of the seats at this early hour, but they erupted with applause, cheering on the local boy.

      Freddie elbowed Johnny. “What do you know? Two light-heavies, one from the Ward. That could be you down there.”

      “Cool,” Johnny said, sipping his beer and feeling oddly tense. “You know the guy from the Ward?”

      Freddie shook her head. “Never heard of him. Must fight out of a different gym.”

      Everyone came together at the center of the ring. The ref talked to the fighters and had them touch gloves. Then everyone left the ring except the fighters and the ref, who gestured to someone at ringside.

      The bell rang, and the two fighters came charging out of their corners, swinging haymakers.

      The awkward slugfest continued for three hard-fought rounds until the kid from Dogville was, much to the chagrin of the crowd, declared the winner by split decision.

      Johnny figured he could, with some training and better wind, whip either guy. But then again, it’s easy to judge people from a comfy chair.

      Until it’s you getting punched in the mouth, you’re better off keeping your mouth shut. And when it is you taking a shot to the jaw, you’d better damn well keep your mouth shut tight or you’ll likely end up sipping soup through a straw for six months.
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      In the intermission between the novice and open bouts, they left their seats and went back to the concession area, where they used the restrooms and walked around for a while just to move their legs.

      “You getting another beer?” Freddie asked.

      “Nah,” Johnny said. “I’m good.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure. One more beer and you’d meet uninhibited Johnny.”

      Grinning, Freddie bumped into him. “Why do you think I’m egging you on?”

      “Hey, Freddie Lopez, how you doing?” a voice said.

      They stopped, and an older guy with his hair dyed dark brown stepped forward to hold both of Freddie’s hands. They were the same height, the guy maybe sixty-five or seventy with an expensive looking suit and the most perfect set of teeth Johnny had ever seen. Big, square, and bright white, these were teeth made for smiling.

      “You look good, kid,” he said, leaning in to kiss both of her cheeks. “I mean, you look fantastic.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Trongo,” Freddie said.

      Johnny studied her for an instant, trying to read her reactions to this guy Trongo. She was happy enough but nervous, too.

      Trongo glanced at Johnny and hooked a thumb toward Freddie. “Doesn’t she look fantastic?”

      “She does.”

      “But hey,” Trongo said. “You staying in shape, Freddie? Good. Always stay in shape. Don’t ever become one of these yo-yo fighters, gain twenty pounds between fights. It’s bad for the heart. When you fighting again?”

      “Next month,” Freddie said.

      “Oh yeah? Where is that?”

      “Down on Hog Island. It's just a small card.”

      “Small card,” Trongo said, shaking his head. He glanced at Johnny. “Get a load of this girl, will you? Small card. There is no such thing. You go in there, you fight, doesn't matter the size of the card. You win or lose, and there’s no asterisk next to record, you know what I mean? All that stands is the win or the loss. That’s what matters.”

      Freddie nodded. “I just mean it’s no big card. Strictly amateur, I think.”

      Trongo spread his hands, which were knuckled in gold and diamonds. Whoever this guy was, he had money and wanted everyone to know it. “Again, what’s it matter? I mean, it does, of course. But that comes later. The lights, the noise, and the size of the purse… for these things, the card matters. The excitement matters. Purses are the thing. A girl and her purses, right, Freddie?

      “But for now? Forget about it. Right now, we’re building something, all right? It’s you. That’s what we’re building. Okay? All that hard work, these fights, the way you carry yourself, it all matters. Later, sure—the rest of it, the card, all that, it matters. Big crowds mean big money. And hey, what are we doing here? It's all about the money, kid.”

      “Someday,” Freddie said.

      Trongo raised a finger, grinning. “Someday is right. And sooner than you think, Fearless Freddie. You're special, kid.” He patted Johnny’s arm. “Am I right or am I right?”

      “She’s special,” Johnny said.

      “Mr. Trongo, this is Johnny.”

      “Johnny, huh? Nice to meet you. A good name, Johnny. What are you, her boyfriend or her trainer? I’m just messing with you, kid.”

      “Johnny’s a fighter,” Freddie said. “He’s working with Marvella, too.”

      “A fighter? Of course, he’s a fighter.” Trongo shook Johnny’s hand, giving him an appraising look. “I could've told you were a fighter. One look and I could’ve told. The jaw, the hands. And I gotta say the black eye’s a giveaway. I hope you got that in the gym, Johnny. A man who cannot control his aggression outside the ring will never make it. Some do, sure, but sooner or later, it catches up to them, you understand me? Keep your fighting in the ring.”

      Johnny nodded. “I’ll try.”

      Trongo grinned a little. “He’ll try. Look out for this one, Freddie. A real cool customer. Can you punch, kid?”

      Johnny nodded.

      “He can crack,” Freddie said.

      “How’s his chin?”

      “Solid,” Freddie said.

      Trongo clapped Johnny on the shoulder. “Now, Freddie tells me you can fight, that means something. You’re not a bad-looking kid, either. What’s your record, son?”

      “I haven’t fought yet.”

      “Well, good luck to you, then. You fight a couple times, win, look me up. Look, I gotta go. But hey, Freddie, truly, you look like a million bucks. A billion. You win that fight, okay? That’ll be number five for you, right?”

      Freddie nodded. “After that, I’ll be in the open class. Can't wait.”

      Trongo put an arm around her shoulders and leaned close.

      Johnny felt a twinge of animal aggression. Absurd, sure, but real. What did that mean?

      “Look, Freddie,” Trongo said in a low voice. “You didn’t sign with anybody yet, right? We have a deal, right?”

      Freddie laughed. “I don't know about any deal, Mr. Trongo. You’ll have to talk to Marvella about that. But no, I haven't signed. When I'm ready, you’ll be the first to know.”

      Trongo smiled, pulled a powder blue handkerchief from his breast pocket, and dabbed at his hairline, darkening the silk. “It’s hot in here. All this humanity, all this excitement, all these big electronic boards,” he said, gesturing toward the ceiling and its streaming river of flashing, pixelated images.

      “Maybe you should take off your jacket, Mr. Trongo,” Freddie suggested.

      “Freddie, my dear, I cannot take off my jacket. Nor can I loosen my tie. Alas, these luxuries are not permissible for a man of my station. But hey, let me know, okay, Freddie? I’ll be expecting a call. And you, Johnny, I look forward to seeing you in the ring. I got a good feeling about you, kid.”

      As they drifted back toward their seats, Johnny said, “Who is he, a manager?”

      “Yeah, one of the best in Fight Town.”

      “That’s great, Freddie. He seems really excited about you. Will you sign with him?”

      Freddie frowned. “I don't know. I gotta talk to Marvella about it. So much depends on my next fight.”

      “You'll do great,” Johnny said.

      Her frown became a half smile. “Don't bullshit me, Johnny. You don’t know I’ll do great. Nobody does. Yeah, I’m 4-0 and working my ass off, but who knows? My next fight, I might draw somebody who goes on to be the professional featherweight champion of the world.”

      He shook his head. “Not possible.”

      “Of course, it’s possible. You think just because it’s the novice division that can’t happen? Everybody, even future champs, have to start in the novice division.”

      “I know, but your next opponent can’t go on to become the featherweight champ.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because you are going to be the featherweight champ, that’s why.”

      Freddie grinned. “Well, I suppose if you're going to bullshit me you might as well go all the way.”

      They topped the stairs, reentered the main arena, and found their row, then started shimmying toward their seats.

      Johnny reached his seat first but waited for Freddie to take hers before sitting down. “So if you sign with Trongo, do you go straight from the novice class to the pros?”

      Freddie's eyes bugged out. “And get my block knocked off? No way. See, sometimes, when a young fighter shows promise, managers will offer contracts early. It’s a preempt. They offer good money to claim the prospect early and avoid a bidding war with other managers later.”

      “So why not sign with Trongo? You said he’s the best in Fight Town.”

      “One of the best. But if I hold out and keep winning and more managers show interest, my signing bonus could go up… a lot. And the more skin my manager has in the game, the harder he’ll work to make me a success.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Like if I held on and won the city championship, I could make ten times as much, maybe more, you know? And maybe even a regular stipend so I could quit my job and focus on boxing full-time. That’s the dream. Well, the dream on the way to the big dream.”

      “Which is…”

      “You already said it. I want to be the professional featherweight champion of the world. Don’t laugh.”

      “I’m not laughing. Not at all. I believe in you, Freddie. You can do it.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t go betting your hat on me or anything. I’ve only had four fights.”

      “And you won them all. Look, I’m serious. I believe in you. And we’re going to push each other every step of the way, right?”

      “Right. So I shared my goal. What’s yours?”

      “Well, if you’re going to be the best, I’m going to be the best. I just don’t know what weight class.”

      Freddie leaned back, looking at his body. “Light-heavy, probably. That’s 175. That’s probably where Marvella will start you in the novices. But she’ll have you suck down to middleweight, 165, for the open class. If you can hold the weight, you’ll stick at middle, but my guess, with your shoulders and all, you’ll probably be a full-fledged light-heavyweight by the time you turn pro, maybe even a cruiserweight. You’ve got the punch for it. The chin, too. But whatever the case, I believe in you, too, Johnny.”

      He held out his fist. “Champs together?”

      She pounded it. “Champs together.”

      “You still gonna feel that way at quarter of four tomorrow morning after staying out late?”

      Freddie gazed into his eyes, suddenly serious. “I never lie, Johnny. When I make a commitment, I stick to it. That’s why I don’t rush into things. I like to take my time, examine a thing from all angles, and make sure I understand everything before pulling the trigger. Because like I said, once I commit, I go all in, no second-guessing, no regrets, no bullshit.”

      “I like your style, Lopez. I’m the same way.” He held out his fist again. “To going all the way.”

      She smirked at him and pounded her fist down onto his. “You wish, slick. You couldn’t handle this. And I’m serious. I might take my time coming to a decision, but once it’s made, it’s made. Period.”

      “I’m serious, too. It’s the only way to be.”

      Freddie nodded. “You know what I really want? My real dream? What I want even more than the belt?”

      “Fame?”

      Freddie rolled her eyes. “Fame is for fakers. No. I want enough money to take care of my family. My parents, I mean. My dad… well, if I was a champ, I could get Daddy some treatments that might help him. And even if they didn’t work, I would have enough money to buy them nice things, you know? And get mom some help around the house. I’d buy them a house, too, but they would probably never take it. They love that little apartment, noisy neighbors and all. It’s home, I guess.”

      “You mind me asking what’s wrong with your dad?”

      Freddie shook her head, looking sad again. “Traumatic brain injury. He worked for the railroad. There was an accident.”

      Impulsively, he laid his hand on hers. “I’m sorry, Freddie.”

      She forced a smile. “Thanks. It’s okay. I mean, it’s sad, you know? Daddy was one of these larger-than-life kind of guys? Big, booming voice, always telling stories and making everybody crack up. But since the accident, he hasn’t said word one. He just sits there most of the time. Oh, how I miss the sound of his laughter.”

      Then she laughed, a sad, sniffing laugh, and wiped at her glistening eyes. “Look at me. Some tough boxer I am, huh?”

      “Tough people feel pain, too. They just push through it. You’re plenty tough, Freddie.”

      “Thanks.” She smiled at him, turned her hand over beneath his, and slid her fingers through his. “Look, Johnny. Let’s get this out in the open. I like you, okay?”

      Johnny’s heart started beating like a speed bag, which was weird. He wasn’t some fifteen-year-old kid on his first date. But Freddie was different. And when he replied, he voiced the plain and simple truth. “I like you, too.”

      Her smile broadened, but he saw something else in her eyes: caution. “That makes me happy, Johnny. It really does. I like holding your hand.”

      “I like it, too.”

      “But let’s leave it at that for now, okay? Let’s take our time. As a fighter, I stick and move. But as a person, not so much. I take my time. And if something’s right, I swing for the fences.”

      Johnny gave her hand a squeeze and could all but hear Paul and Annabelle screaming as he said, “You take as much time as you need, Freddie. I’m not going to lie. I’m attracted to you. Big time. But I’m not just looking to kick ass and get laid. We’re partners, right? We’re going to support each other and work our way to the top together. Along the way, I hope we discover something more. A lot more, if I’m honest, but I’m not going to push you in that way. You take as much time as you need, and if you decide you want more, you’ll know where to find me: right beside you.”

      Grinning, Freddie bit her lip. “You’re not going to make waiting easy, are you?”

      Johnny shrugged. “Hey, I promised to give you time. I never promised I wouldn’t try to win you sooner.”

      “Thanks, Johnny.” She leaned in and laid her head on his shoulder.

      “Wow, I thought you said hand-holding only. We’ve already graduated to you laying your head on my shoulder?”

      She twisted her face to grin up at him. “You complaining?”

      “No way. This girl at the gym—super cool, drop-dead gorgeous, and a great fighter—she told me that complaining lets weakness reenter your body.”

      Freddie smirked at him. “Well, she sounds awesome. You should listen to whatever she says.”

      “Oh, I’ll listen. Just as long as she listens to me, too. I have a feeling we might butt heads from time to time.”

      “I have the same feeling. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. Nobody wants a pushover for a partner, and anything worth having is worth fighting for.”

      Down in the ring, the announcer ushered in the first open-class amateur bout of the afternoon.
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      “Here we go,” Freddie said, and gave his hand a squeeze. “Wait till you see this.”

      For the next few hours, they watched a dozen open-class amateur boxing matches.

      As soon as the first fight started, Johnny understood the huge step awaiting Freddie after her next fight.

      A welterweight with only seven fights, in what must have been only his second fight in the open class, faced an opponent with 200 bouts and over 175 wins. Halfway through the second round, the experienced fighter, a rangy counterpuncher, caught his opponent with a clean right cross.

      There was no need for standing eight count. The less experienced fighter went down and stayed down for the full ten count.

      “Most tall, skinny guys can punch like bastards,” Freddie said.

      Having suffered his first loss, the fallen fighter received a consolation prize of sporadic applause from the audience as he rose to his fight with the help of his cornermen.

      Most of the matches were closer because most open-class fighters had a good deal of experience. But every third or fourth fight was a blowout.

      "Open class is the real deal," Freddie said. "You get in there, it is baptism by fire. There's no place to hide. And everybody in the arena knows you either got it or you don't."

      Johnny nodded "That’s for sure. Seems like they would still match people by experience, though. I mean, it would make for better fights."

      "Yeah, but then politics would come into it. People rigging matches, building up second-rate fighters. That stuff happens in the pros. Some managers and promoters maneuver their fighters like pieces on the chess board. Which is why I want a manager with some skin in the game, you know? A manager signs you for peanuts, sooner or later, you might end up as somebody’s steppingstone… even if you’re undefeated.”

      “Your own manager would do that?”

      “Some would. Look, people in boxing, they’re all out for themselves, Johnny. Remember that. Honestly, the only person who isn’t like that is Marvella. She actually cares about her fighters, stands up for them. Which is why she still sleeps on a cot in the gym.”

      “She does?”

      “Sure. How much have you paid her?”

      Johnny suddenly felt like an asshole. “Nothing. I didn’t really think about it. Came in, paid my dues, and started training.”

      “That’s the way people do it. I slip her a little money now and then. At least a quarter a workout. It isn’t much, but it’s something. And when I sign, I’ll give her a cut. But that’s the way it is for trainers. It’s a high-risk business. They don’t have contracts like managers and promoters do. They develop fighters, get them ready for the belt, and then some slick manager or promoter comes in, telling them if they come out to their camp and use their trainers, they’ll make them a champ. And the fighter dumps Marvella.”

      “That sucks.”

      “It does. I’ll stick with her forever no matter what. Like I said, when I commit…”

      “Same here.”

      “And now, seeing these fights, you understand why it’s such a tough decision whether to sign with Trongo. I win my next fight, I’m open class. Hell, I could end up fighting Dominica in my first match. Trongo’s taking a risk, offering to sign me that early, so he might give me a hundred bucks, maybe a hundred and fifty.”

      “That’s pretty good money, right?”

      Freddie shrugged.

      Down in the ring, one fighter rocked the other, and the crowd started screaming for blood.

      “On the other hand,” Freddie said, “if I hold off on signing and win some open-class fights, even five or ten without a loss, my bonus might be a thousand or more. If I take the city championship, it could be five thousand, maybe even more.”

      “But then the risk is on you.”

      Down in the ring, the staggered fighter swung wildly and knocked out the other guy.

      “Exactly. It’s all about risk and reward.” Freddie frowned down at the ring. “I don’t know. I’ll probably just take the safe money.”

      “I’d hate to see you sell yourself short, Freddie. But then again, what do I know? I believe in you, but I don’t want to mislead you. I guess the thing to do is talk with Marvella.”

      Freddie nodded. “But the pros are a whole different game. We lose the headgear, and the gloves are so small you can feel your knuckles through them. We fight more rounds, too. Amateurs fight three rounds. Pros start at four and work their way up to fifteen-round championship matches.”

      Johnny whistled, remembering how it felt, going just one round with Jobbo.

      “You take more punches,” Freddie said, “harder punches. To make it in the pros you need to be able to crack, and you need to be able to take a shot. That's the biggest difference. In the pros, you gotta be able to take punishment. That's the plain, simple, ugly truth."

      Johnny nodded toward the ring for two more fighters were getting ready to do battle. "And this is the proving grounds, huh?"

      "Yup. This is where the truth comes out.” Freddie's hand had grown warmer in his and was damp with perspiration.

      He wondered if she was afraid.

      A strange thought, this talented, confident girl, “Fearless” Freddie Lopez, possibly sweating her future, but he supposed any trepidation made sense.

      After all, she wasn’t like him, setting his sights high and fighting for himself and his riders; one more hard-knuckled young man hunting girls, gold, and glory.

      She had a lot on the line. To her, winning equated with bringing her father back from the living dead.

      And losing…

      So yeah, it made sense she might feel nervous, spelling out her future.

      Johnny and Freddie cheered loudly for the three fighters boxing out of the 8th Street Gym.

      One was Orlando, his coworker, who slicked his way to a unanimous decision, his ninth win in fourteen fights.

      The other two 8th Street fighters lost.

      One drew a seventeen-year-old opponent with over three hundred amateur bouts. The other, cornered by none other than Rico, gave it his all but came up short in a close but unanimous decision, losing two rounds to one on the cards of all three judges.

      Johnny noticed that throughout all three rounds, Rico kept glancing away from the ring toward the front row, where Gloria was surrounded by a bunch of guys jabbering away.

      Throughout the fights, Freddie pointed out what people were doing right and wrong. Soon, Johnny was seeing the contests more accurately and in finer detail, noticing things he’d never noticed before, things like footwork and angles and feints. Also, in contests between highly skilled opponents, he began to see strategies at work.

      When he pointed out these things, Freddie smiled at him. “You’re a quick learner, Johnny.”

      “Heh. Don’t say that in front of my old schoolteachers, or you’ll be in for the fight of your life.”

      “You have an eye for boxing, a mind for it. That bodes well. Speed and power are great, but they only go so far without a deep understanding of the sport. Especially once you hit the open class. That’s what separates great fighters. The ability to adapt, to make changes between and even during fights. You can’t do that without ring IQ. Which is why I’ve had no social life for the last two years. Whenever I’m not training or working or helping out with stuff around the house, I’m locked in my room, watching old fights and breaking down what everybody’s doing.”

      “I guess that’s part of our work, too, if we’re going to be the best, huh?”

      “It is. Most fighters don’t take the time. They just want to punch bags and people and test themselves. They’ll exercise their bodies because it helps them punch harder and faster, but if you don’t exercise your mind, you’ll only get as far as your body will take you.”

      “I’m waiting for my invite.”

      “What, to come over and watch with me?”

      “Yeah. We’re partners, right?”

      Freddie grinned. “You just want to get in my bedroom.”

      “Well, there is that, too, but I’m serious.”

      “I know you are. And it would be nice, breaking down the fights together. Honestly, it took me months to see stuff you’re already seeing. If what I suspect about your ring IQ is right, pretty soon, you’ll be pointing out things I’m missing. So yeah, consider yourself invited.”

      He gave her hand a squeeze. “Thanks. I accept.”

      “My sister will throw a fit. We share a room.” Freddie looked thoughtful, eyeing Johnny for a second. “On second thought, she’ll probably flirt with you just to tease you and drive me nuts.”

      “I should be able to handle it.”

      “All right. Consider yourself warned as far as my sister goes. But we won’t be locking my door,” she said, grinning sheepishly. “My parents are old-fashioned. Mom’ll have a hairball over us sitting on my bed. No way she’ll let me close the door.”

      “Fine by me. Seriously. I’ll behave myself.”

      Freddie narrowed her eyes. “Hmm. I’m not sure I want you to. Seriously, though? I’m glad you’ll be coming over. I mean, you lived out in the sticks and missed all these great fights, the classics. It’ll be awesome watching them with you. Have you even seen Ali vs. Tyson?”

      That made Johnny sit up a little straighter. He’d noticed, of course, that Fight Town streets were named after famous real-world fighters, but he’d never wondered how, exactly, those fighters fit into this world.

      In reality, Hall of Fame champs Muhammad Ali and Mike Tyson had dominated the heavyweight division decades apart. Here, apparently, they had actually fought each other.

      And just like that, Johnny was practically drooling. “No, I never saw that. Didn’t even know they’d fought.”

      “Didn’t even know they’d fought?” Freddie laughed, shaking her head. “What a hick!”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “Have you seen Marciano / Dempsey?”

      He shook his head, which was beginning to spin with anticipation.

      “Ward / Gatti IV?”

      “They fought a fourth time?” Back in the real world, Arturo Gatti had tragically died after the final fight in their epic trilogy.

      “Hell yeah! It was the best fight of the bunch. Some people say the fifth fight was better, but not me. That end of that fourth fight—”

      “Hey, no spoilers, okay? I don’t want to know anything about these fights before seeing them.”

      “Of course,” Freddie said. “Anyone who spoils a fight is a colossal asshole, the same type of person who stands beside a chess game and blurts out moves to the players.”

      “You play chess, too?”

      Freddie shrugged. “Sure. Like I said, gotta work out the mind. And chess is like pushups for the brain. Plus, there are a lot of parallels between chess and fighting.”

      “Hmm. Here I thought I was hanging out with a cool scrapper chick. Turns out you’re a nerd.”

      “If you’re too dumb to play chess—”

      “No, I can play. Just not very well. I played my brothers as a kid, but it’s been a while. I’ll give it a go sometime. I’m wondering, though. What other classic matchups can we watch?”

      Freddie beamed. “Name it. My whole closet is filled with them. Other girls have shoes. I have fight tapes. Hagler vs. Golovkin, Dempsey / Holyfield at cruiserweight. Henry Armstrong vs. Roberto Duran.”

      Johnny just stared at her for a second. “Holy. Shit. I can’t wait to come over!”

      “Well, buy me dinner tonight, and you can come over tomorrow after we train.”

      “I have to work at noon.”

      “We’ll have time to fit in a fight.” She frowned. “Just… none of this, okay?” She squeezed his hand.

      “Wow, your parents are really old-fashioned, huh?”

      “Yeah, but don’t let Mom scare you away. She’ll be suspicious at first, but once she gets to know you, she’ll be fine. One thing, though. My sister will be a pain in the ass.”

      “As you’ve said.”

      Freddie furrowed her brow. “She’s… well, you’ll see.”

      The open bouts wrapped up with a pre-arranged feature bout pitting Fight Town’s female lightweight champion, a girl from Wolf Town with only 3 losses in over 400 amateur bouts, against the Steel City champ, a girl undefeated after 285 fights.

      After three dazzling, hotly contested rounds, the Steel City champ emerged unscathed, and the Wolf Town fighter picked up her fourth loss.

      A commentator entered the ring, and the winner’s face filled the electric screens, sweating and smiling across the ceiling overhead like a god descending upon the arena.

      “You have something you’d like to announce?” the commentator asked after going through the preliminary interview.

      “Yeah,” the fighter, who’s left eye was rapidly swelling shut, said with a grin, “that was my last amateur fight. I’ve signed with the best promoter in boxing, Donna Queen. Look out, world! I’m going pro!”

      The arena exploded with applause that downshifted into raucous booing when a strange-looking woman entered the ring and shouldered her way between the commentator and the fighter, smiling into the camera as she grabbed the microphone.

      Above her huge smile, this woman Donna Queen wore glasses and a ridiculous afro that towered high above her head like the Bride of Frankenstein or one of those little troll dolls.

      Or, Johnny thought, like a certain famous promoter from Earth…

      “Thank you so much for this amazing opportunity,” Donna Queen said into the microphone, addressing not the commentator but the crowd and everyone watching at home. “What an incredible fighter this young woman is. 286 fights, 286 wins. And we have a very exciting announcement to make. Katie will be making her professional debut next month, right here in Fight Town, on the undercard of the Collins / Pedraza welterweight unification super fight!”

      The crowd went wild.

      “Wow,” Freddie said, “that’s starting off right. Wow. Just wow.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen, Katie here is the real deal, and I couldn’t be prouder than to be associated with her. God bless Katie. God protect all these brave warriors. And God bless Fight Town!”

      Despite their initial booing, the crowd cheered Donna Queen loudly as the bespectacled promoter put an arm around the victorious fighter and waved at the arena.

      Freddie chuckled. “Donna Queen is a trip. That hair and the way she talks. Everybody laughs at her and talks shit about her. And she just grins, letting them think she’s stupid, all while she’s raking in the millions.”

      Remembering things he’d heard about Donna Queen’s obvious Earth counterpart, Johnny asked, “Is she crooked?”

      “She’s as crooked as a witch’s hat. But she has more clout than anyone in boxing. I mean, the community is split on her. You hear some real horror stories. Stuff about her making promises then screwing people over.”

      “Her own fighters?”

      Freddie nodded. “That’s what I hear.”

      “That sucks. I mean, you got enough on your plate just having to fight your opponent, right? Imagine having to worry about getting backstabbed by your own promoter, too.”

      Freddie sighed. “Yeah, it would suck. But if Donna Queen offered, I’d probably sign with her.”

      Johnny stared at her in disbelief. “Why?”

      “Otherwise, it’s hard to get ahead in this game. It’s almost impossible to get a title shot if you don’t sign with Donna Queen.”

      “Wow. That sucks. I had no idea all of this was part of boxing.”

      “Few people do. They think it’s all punching and getting punched. Luckily, we won’t have to worry about that stuff for a while. It’s mainly in the pros. For now, we just have to focus, train hard, fight, and win.”
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      Midway through the professional bouts, someone died.

      The first few pro bouts were four-round explosions of non-stop violence that illustrated not only the professional fighters’ skills but also the effects of juice boosts, cultivation, and use of training bling.

      Before each pro match, the Arena’s bright screens paused their streaming advertisements to display the fighters’ images, age, height, weight, reach, record, and juice stats.

      Some of the juice stats were impressive. One young prospect with only a single professional bout under his belt wowed the crowd with 511 total juice points… an amazing number, considering it didn’t include heart and was therefore a summation of only six stats.

      In some cases, the announcer highlighted statistical outliers. “Fighting out of Ape Hollow with a record of ten fights, ten wins, ten knockouts, and a remarkable power stat of 91, Jimmy ‘The Simian Sledgehammer’ Schmidt!”

      Truth be told, however, Johnny felt pretty good, seeing the pros’ numbers. His own juice stats weren’t far behind, and his heart score of 100 was by far the highest he saw.

      Of course, he could say none of this aloud, because as far as Fight Town was concerned, his stats remained a mystery. According to Freddie, trainers with deep pockets—a rare thing in the fight game—sometimes tested amateurs’ juice stats but closely guarded the results because they could have a profound effect on manager negotiations.

      After all, fighters were more than their juice stats. Many an amateur found ways to win despite lackluster stats.

      In some cases, however, when a fighter had exceptional stats, the opposite was true; the trainer could use these to leverage more money.

      The opening fights proved juice stats were only part of the equation. Watching highly skilled fighters put their points to use, he understood he had much to learn and a mountain of work ahead of him.

      As with everything in boxing, however, all that work would guarantee nothing.

      Because just as everyone had their natural juice stats, they also had personal juice limits.

      “You have your natural stats,” Freddie explained. “You can improve these through conditioning and training and meditation then gain a few more points with cult food, juice boosts, and training bling. But eventually, you hit a ceiling. Me, I do everything right, I might be able to push my speed and agility into the high 90s. Might. But there’s no way, as a 125-pound female with my bone structure, I’ll ever top 70 in strength or power. I could become the best fighter in the world, but I’ll never crack as hard as a big lug like you. Which is why we have weight classes and separate divisions for men and women.”

      Since none of the fighters’ stats included heart, Johnny asked about it.

      “They can’t measure that,” Freddie said. “Can you imagine? If you knew an opponent’s heart, it would change everything. But it’s like ring IQ… a mystery. You just have to guess at heart. Of course, the longer you fight, the more you know about your opponent—and yourself.”

      Most of the night’s four-round professional fights were mismatches, with hot young prospects kicking the shit out of guys who looked like someone had just roused them off the porch of the nearest halfway house.

      Johnny noticed that some of these hot young prospects were greeted by more than one woman after their victories. Apparently, it was normal—expected, even—for dominant fighters to recruit harems as they rose through the ranks.

      Which might be fun in the sack, Johnny reckoned, but otherwise? It seemed like a nightmare. Like Freddie, when he committed to something, he went all in. How could anyone possibly do that with more than one wife?

      The six-rounders were better than the four-rounders. Some offered competitive matchups, including a hot new cruiserweight prospect from Bear Lane, “Joltin’” Jeff Jeffries, who barely edged none other than Jobbo, whose record was a workmanlike 45-23-8 with 41 KOs.

      It was interesting to see Jobbo’s stats.

      Fighter: Jobbo “The Wrecking Ball” Miller

      Age: 29 

      Height: 5’9” 

      Weight: 200 pounds 

      Reach: 69 inches

      Total Juice: 442

      Agility: 65 

      Chin: 84 

      Endurance: 68 

      Power: 86 

      Speed: 67 

      Strength: 72

      Johnny committed his once and future opponent’s stats to memory, feeling good that he’d rocked a guy with an 84 chin.

      The stat that really stood out to him, though, had nothing to do with juice. It was Jobbo’s reach.

      Johnny had him by 7 inches. That mattered. Or rather, Johnny had to make it matter. No matter how badly he wanted to hammer the guy, he had to find a way—and develop the discipline—to use his reach advantage the next time they sparred.

      “Jobbo’s dumber than hell, campaigning at cruiserweight,” Freddie said. “Guy turned pro at 156, can you believe it? Now he’s fighting at 200. Those eight draws, Marvella says most of them, maybe all of them, should be wins. But once you rack up some losses, the judges don’t give you the close ones anymore, even if you deserve the win. Jobbo can fight. If he had stayed at 156 or 165, he might have gone somewhere. But he can’t beat the spoon, that’s his problem.”

      “You mean a heroin spoon?”

      “Nah. I’m talking about the kitchen utensil employed as such. The dumbass is eating himself into a shit record and piss-poor paydays.”

      After Jobbo’s fight, Johnny and Freddie got dinner. This time, Freddie tried to pay, but Johnny beat her to it… barely.

      “Next time is on me,” she said.

      Johnny shrugged, and they carried their food back to their seats, where the first of three eight-rounders was just getting started.

      On paper, the match was the most even of the card so far; both combatants with forty-some wins and only a single loss, but that didn’t matter when, halfway through the first round, the Dogville middleweight caught his human opponent with a blistering combination of power punches.

      Back in the real world, Johnny knew, boxing deaths were generally the result of dehydration and an accumulation of punishment. But here in this juice-boosted world, you could get killed in the first round by a single combination.

      The human fighter fell straight back, hit his head, and lay still.

      His cornermen leapt into the ring, which filled rapidly with professionals. The healers from both corners rushed forward to work on the fallen fighter, but it was too late.

      He was dead.

      “Holy shit,” Johnny said, trying to wrap his head around it as they carried the dead man out on a stretcher.

      “Yeah, it’s part of the game,” Freddie said. “Every time we climb through the ropes, we’re risking death. You sure you want to be a fighter?”

      Johnny nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure I want to be a fighter.”

      That was the truth. But it was incredibly sobering to see a man killed, and even more sobering to see the spectators’ reactions.

      The death clearly rattled the crowd but not for long.

      The announcer summed up the moment in coldly professional terms, declaring the other fighter the winner by knockout and referring to the death as a “tragic reminder of what these fighters risk night after night, fight after fight.”

      Everyone rose for a moment of respectful silence as someone at ringside tolled a mournful ten-count on the bell.

      “May God rest his soul,” the announcer said, and the audience cheered, and then the next two fighters were making their way into the ring again.

      And that was that. It was back to the races, business as usual, people drinking beer and eating popcorn and booing the fighter from this neighborhood or that.

      Holy shit, Johnny thought. Just how often do people get killed here?

      He wasn’t afraid, really, and he certainly wasn’t about to back out, but he had no intention of dying in the ring, and he hoped he would never kill anyone.

      Just have to train my hardest and hope my opponents do, too.

      Marvella cornered an eight-rounder for Gabby Diaz, a heavy-handed female bantamweight Johnny never saw at the gym since Diaz trained in the morning.

      He and Freddie cheered when, to the delight of the Ward, Diaz scored a sixth-round stoppage.

      When they hit the restrooms before the main event, they spotted Jobbo out in the hall, guzzling beer and eating a cheesesteak.

      His battered face lit up at the sight of them. “Hey, Freddie. Hey, buddy.”

      They all pounded it, Jobbo sloshing some beer onto Johnny’s fist.

      “Good fight,” Johnny said. “Close one.”

      Jobbo shrugged. “Almost got him.”

      “Same old Jobbo,” Freddie said, pointing to his rapidly disappearing cheesesteak. “Why don’t you lay off that shit and go down a weight class or three?”

      Jobbo made a face. “I’ll let these assholes pound my face for a payday. But quit eating? Fuck that. I’m a bear, Freddie, not some tiny-ass catgirl.”

      He crammed the rest of the steak into his mouth and somehow managed to swallow it all.

      “Are you a bear or a boa?” Freddie laughed. “Catch you later, Jobbo.”

      “Later, guys. See you at the gym.” Turning back toward Cheesesteak Depot, he said, “Time for round two!”

      Johnny and Freddie headed back to their seats just in time to catch the main event.

      After the first round, the highly anticipated bout unfortunately looked like it was shaping up to be a stinker.

      Sammy “The Pride of Deer Park” Prince was several years younger than “Hammering” Hank Harper, an aging slugger from the Ward with heavy shoulders and a head like an onion.

      Freddie shook her head sadly. “I remember when Harper’s agility, endurance, and speed were all over 70. Sucks watching fighters get old. I hope I can make my money and get out of the game, you know? That’s the dream.”

      Prince was taller than Harper, too, with a three-inch reach advantage that he had clearly learned to use since their second fight, which the younger man had barely won on points, avenging his loss in the first matchup two years earlier, when Harper, still undefeated at that point, had won a hard-fought but well-deserved split decision.

      But the fighters’ careers were clearly on divergent paths.

      Prince, a rangy fighter with a world-class jab, wasn’t just younger; his style had also protected him from much of the damage the slugger had accrued over the years.

      Earlier in his career, Freddie explained, Harper had been an explosive puncher with legs like coiled springs.

      Now thirty-three years old, balding, and battle-scarred, the puncher merely plodded forward, catching shots as he tried in vain to land the big punch that the mortified crowd from the Ward began to suspect might have left him, too.

      Because Harper’s legs were clearly gone, and by the middle rounds, he was cut and bleeding, breathing through an open mouth, and missing badly, one time winging a hook with such misplaced violence that he missed Prince by a foot, spun halfway around, and slipped to the canvas.

      Prince spent the first half of the fight on his bicycle, working his jab and pot-shotting Harper from middle range.

      But after the fifth, Prince stepped it up, hanging in the pocket and slipping punches to punish the older fighter with vicious counterpunches.

      The Ward booed Prince as he taunted their fighter, sticking his chin out and shimmying his hips as he kissed his biceps after staggering the slugger with a crisp, eight-punch combination.

      Over the course of those ten brutal rounds, Harper took one hell of a beating but pressed doggedly on, banging away at Prince’s ribs with hooks, and in the tenth and final round after having lost every minute of the fight, Harper finally came upstairs with a blistering hook that dropped Prince to the canvas.

      Harper shook a fist over his head and hurried into the neutral corner, and the ref leaned over the fallen man, counting loudly.

      Prince pawed at the ropes, trying to get to his feet, but his legs were shot, and the ref counted him out with less than half a minute remaining in the fight.

      The place went wild.

      Johnny had never heard such noise; 150,000 fans jumping up and down and hugging each other and screaming at the tops of their lungs. The air vibrated with the deafening roar of the crowd as the streaming ads disappeared overhead and the Arena’s vast ceiling became a single screen displaying a slow-motion replay of Harper’s crushing hook, Prince’s head spinning around, and the cocky fighter dropping like a felled tree. The crowd pointed skyward and cried out in ecstasy.

      Harper stared up with them, gaping mouth grinning, watching the gigantic replay with all the rapt attention of a man worshipping at the altar of a god he thought had forsaken him.

      There was something in that stare and smile that rattled Johnny almost as deeply as the night’s death had.

      Make your money and get out of the game, he thought, latching onto Freddie’s dream.

      Freddie tugged on Johnny’s arm and pulled his head down and spoke directly in his ear to be heard over the excited crowd. He thrilled at the feel of her lips so close to his earlobe and the warmth of her breath on his cheek.

      “Come on, Johnny. Let’s get out of here before they quit replaying the knockout, or we’ll get stuck in the mass exodus. You ready?”

      “Yeah,” he said, leaning down to speak directly into her ear. “Quarter to four comes early.”

      Freddie shivered at the proximity of his lips, and goosebumps rose along her toned arm, which he took in his, leading her out of the row, past cheering fans, down the steps, and across the concession area toward the exit.
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      After the fights, he came home to find his laundered clothes folded neatly on his bed and his freshly pressed suit pants hanging in the closet.

      It was a little weird knowing Millie had invaded his room, but he felt better when he discovered the note she’d left on the nightstand.

      Thanks again for the generous tip, Johnny. You are proof that good people do exist!

      I apologize if I acted strangely last night. Honestly, I just didn’t understand your generosity. No one has ever been so kind to me.

      Thank you, Johnny!

      Fondly,

      Millie

      Beside the note squatted an origami rabbit with pointy ears.

      Johnny grinned, happy the girl had relaxed and accepted the gift for what it was. Maybe now he could help her at least escape dumpster diving.

      And who knew? Sometimes, all it takes for people to overcome a bad life is one step in the right direction.

      Johnny showered and hit the rack then tossed and turned for an hour, remembering the fights, the death of the fighter, and most of all, the wonderful time he’d had with Freddie.

      A second later, he felt a twinge of unease.

      After her next fight, Freddie would enter the open class. And then, eventually, the pros.

      And there would be a lot more on the line than just a sign-on bonus. As he pictured the frowning medics carrying the dead man out of the ring, his gut tightened. He hated the idea of Freddie getting punched, let alone hurt or even…

      No. It was too terrible to consider.

      Boxing was her choice, though, not his. He would never try to talk her out of it. But he sure as hell would push her hard and help her to be the best she could be.

      Holding hands had been great. So had the feel of her head on his shoulder.

      He hoped they would get closer and share more. Waiting would be tough, but she was worth it.

      At some point, he finally fell asleep.

      Then, what seemed like fifteen minutes later, his alarm buzzed him awake.

      A tiny figure waited for him outside of the gym. Two purple braids snaked from the shadowy hood of her gray sweatshirt.

      Half asleep, they muttered groggy good mornings and started jogging down 8th.

      By the end of the three-mile run, they ran smoothly with matching strides, both of them wide awake.

      “Come on,” Freddie said, leading him into Coffee & Chess, a hole-in-the-wall shop on Arguello Avenue. “My treat.”

      She splurged, buying large cult coffees, and borrowed a battered chess set.

      “Want anything to eat?” Johnny asked, pulling a wad of bills from his pocket.

      “Nah. It would just make us sleepy. You nod off during meditation, I throw you off the roof.”

      “Wow, I thought Marvella was tough.” Then he watched her remove her lid and pour cream into her cup. “Ugh—what are you doing to that poor coffee?”

      “What?” Freddie said, continuing to pour.

      “It was beautiful. Now it looks like you filled your cup at a mud puddle.”

      Freddie stuck out her tongue. “Don’t judge me. You should’ve seen me before Marvella laid down the law. My coffee was half sugar.” She smiled wistfully. “Those were the days. I lived on sugar. Which is why I’m so sweet, of course.”

      Johnny lifted his cup, sampled the liquid midnight, and smacked his lips. “I’ll just stay bitter.”

      They found a seat near the front window and sipped their coffee, talking as they played three games of chess.

      Freddie won the first two games easily.

      “This is the first time I’ve played in years,” Johnny said. He and his brothers used to play chess to decide all sorts of things, from who got the top bunk to who had to pick up dog shit.

      “Excuses.”

      By the third game, it was coming back to him. He pushed her right to the edge. “Next time we play, I’ll kick your ass.”

      “Big talk from a guy who’s 0-3 on the board. Want to put a little wager on it?”

      “Sure. If I win, you have to kiss me.”

      She smirked at him. “Nope. I don’t trust myself. Some part of my brain might lose on purpose. I’ve got it. Whoever loses has to drink coffee the same way the winner does.”

      “Weak-ass bet.”

      “Take it or leave it, punk.”

      “Heh. Deal. Next time, prepare to enjoy real coffee.”

      Freddie laughed.

      With the cult coffee warming their bodies, they went up to the roof and meditated as the sun came up.

      First, they cleared their minds. Then, they synced their breathing.

      This time, Johnny went deeper.

      Freddie taught him to locate his grid. It was strange. At first, he simply felt his energy. But with her help, he began to sense what she described: a complicated web of miniature pathways running through his entire body like the streets of a sprawling metropolis.

      Here and there, his juice zoomed along the grid like cars upon streets. In other spots, pockets of juice paused like cars parked along streets. In other places—especially his lungs—these juice-cars crammed together in traffic jams.

      He mentioned this to Freddie when they were finished and just sitting there with light of the rising sun warm upon their faces.

      “Yeah, I noticed you get winded easy. Good news is endurance is the easiest stat to improve. Over time, we’ll open your streets and get your juice running smoothly.”

      For breakfast, Freddie took him to El Gallo Gordo, the best taco truck in town, where they ordered massive, cult-style breakfast tacos for 50 cents apiece.

      They ate on a bench, groaning with pleasure through big mouthfuls of flour tortilla, scrambled egg, shredded cheese, finely diced potato, bacon, and brisket—yes, bacon and brisket—all of it seasoned to perfection.

      Around them, Fight Town was coming to life. It being Sunday, the street vendors were absent, most of the shops remained closed, and the businessmen in their sharp suits and women in their summer dresses were nowhere to be seen, but food places were open, men were selling papers on the corner, and more and more people appeared on the sidewalks, drifting lazily along, sipping coffee and talking quietly. Everything had a pleasant, sleepy feel to it.

      “Thanks for telling me about El Gallo Gordo,” Johnny said after polishing off a second, equally glorious breakfast taco. “That was… life changing.”

      Freddie laughed. “An appropriate reaction. You gonna walk me home or what? I gotta get a shower and be at the pool by eight.”

      “Want me to scrub your back for you?” Johnny asked.

      Freddie rolled her eyes. “Mom would love that. At least your blood would wash down the drain.”

      “Well, we can’t have that. I need my blood for training. Catch you later, Freddie. See you at the gym tonight?”

      “You know it. And hey, Johnny? Thanks. This was fun. I think I’m going to like training with you.”
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      At work, everybody busted his balls.

      “Look, Johnny!” Ginny giggled. “You’re famous!”

      “Front page,” Jerome laughed. “You’re really moving up in the world!”

      New Exhibitionist Statue in the Ward! the headline read. Below, Johnny stood before the tree, eyes half-closed, a goofy smile on his face as he gave a thumbs-up and pointed toward the little statue.

      “They wrote about you,” Ginny said. “They even quoted you.”

      She pointed to the section.

      Reading it, Johnny frowned.

      Up-and-coming boxer Johnny Rockledge, 21, of the Ward says the Exhibitionist is definitely a male. “Trust me,” Rockledge, who called himself “someone to watch for in the fight game,” told reporters, “the Exhibitionist is a dude. I happen to know that as a fact.” When pressed for an explanation, the elusive Mr. Rockledge declined to further comment.

      “That’s bullshit,” Johnny said, glaring at the paper. “I never said any of that.”

      “Watch out, Orlando,” Jerome joked from beneath his tall, white chef hat. “We got an up-and-coming boxer here.”

      Orlando smiled easily. Everyone had given him a hero’s welcome after his win the night before. His face barely had a mark on it. “Don’t listen to them, Johnny. And never trust anything you read in a newspaper. These reporters say whatever they need to say to sell more copies.”

      Later, during his lunch break, Johnny sat on a milk crate in the alley behind the diner, eating a turkey sandwich and finished reading the article.

      Apparently, the Exhibitionist had been delighting and mystifying Fight Town for over a year now. Every month or two a piece of art would appear. And it wasn’t just statues. Apparently, the artist, who signed every piece “The Exhibitionist” in tiny script, painted and worked in ceramics, too.

      All of Fight Town was fascinated by the Exhibitionist.

      The Fight Town Tribune offered a 100-dollar reward to anyone providing the identity of the artist and twice that to the Exhibitionist if he or she stepped forward.

      Johnny had heard of mysterious street artists back in his old life, super talented people who would occasionally leave little masterpieces around their city.

      It was cool but made no sense.

      Then again, most people probably thought the same thing about boxing.

      In that sense, he identified with the Exhibitionist.

      Because both of them had discovered the secret to true happiness: find something you love and give it your all, public opinion be damned.
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      Marvella moved across the canvas as smoothly as a scowling ballerina. She wore the mitts but hadn’t raised them yet.

      “That’s it. Nice and easy now. Keep rocking. Not too much. No bouncing. You bounce, he hits you, you’re stuck. He can time a bounce, use it against opponents, you feel me?”

      Johnny nodded, keeping his wrapped fists close to his head.

      He had already shadowboxed, jumped rope, and worked out on the double-end bag, heavy bag, uppercut bag, and speed bag, completing three rounds at each station. Through most of it, Freddie was at his side, and they had agreed to do stairs together at the end, regardless of how many flights each fighter racked up.

      They were in this together.

      “Everything’s about rhythm,” Marvella said. “Just rock, okay? Back and forth, nice and easy. Come ahead now. Baby steps. Find your rhythm. That’s it. Move your head. Move your hands, too. Keep them in position. Don’t go dipping back and forth behind them. You’re fighting, not playing peek-a-boo.”

      Marvella demonstrated, bringing the mitts up to her face and moving her head side to side, slipping invisible punches.

      “Rock back now. Push off that back foot and jab. That’s it. Let me hear your breath.”

      Johnny rocked back and stepped, snapping out a jab and exhaling through his nose.

      “All right. That’s it. Step a little bit more with it. Not much. All right. Good work, good work. Again. Quit dropping your right hand when you jab. You want to catch a counter hook? No? Then knock that shit off.”

      Johnny nodded, jabbing the air and keeping his right hand plastered to the side of his head.

      “Bad habits are hard to break while you’re sparring, let alone fighting. Cast them off now in the gym, before it’s too late, you feel me?”

      Johnny nodded.

      “And you get in there with a jabber, bring your right hand around the front of your face when you throw your jab. Don’t just stand there eating punches all night.”

      She demonstrated then held up the punch mitts. “Jab.”

      Johnny’s punch cracked loudly off the mitt. It felt—and sounded—good.

      “Jab.”

      They moved around the ring, Marvella calling out punches and combinations, Johnny throwing with bad intentions.

      Despite getting up early to work out and then working all day, he felt strong. His breathing was labored, but his punches remained crisp. He landed shots from new angles, cracking the mitts loudly.

      They kept it up for three rounds. At the end, he was breathing hard, but he could’ve struggled through another round.

      Progress.

      “Not bad,” Marvella said without smiling as she pulled off the mitts and went back to her cane and limp. “You’re punching harder. But you’re still dropping the right hand when you jab. What are you, lazy or suicidal?”

      “I’ll stop dropping it.”

      “Not until you catch a hook. I can tell you’re a hammerhead. Guys like you, you come in here thinking you can fight, and maybe you can a little, but the thing is you don’t listen, you never fucking learn until you pay the price, you feel me?”

      “I’ll work on it.”

      “Get in front of the mirror,” Marvella said, pointing toward the front of the gym. “Watch yourself as you shadowbox. You drop that right hand, make a mental note. Keep count in your head how many times you drop it. That’s how many sets of steps you do at the end, you feel me?”

      Johnny nodded.

      “And don’t cheat, kid. You cheat, who are you cheating?”

      “Myself.”

      “That’s right. You cheat on steps, you’ll never be champ.”

      Next, Marvella called Freddie over and suited them up in sparring gear, mouthpieces and all, and led them into the ring.

      Oh shit, Johnny thought. Does she want me to spar Freddie?

      He couldn’t hit her. Not hard. And not just because she was a girl. She was also sixty pounds lighter than him, and besides, he liked her. A lot.

      Reasons upon reasons upon reasons.

      “All right,” Marvella said, putting Johnny in the corner and telling Freddie to stand in front of him. “Counter drills.”

      Freddie nodded and raised her gloves, eyes serious.

      Johnny followed suit. Pinned against the turnbuckle as he was, he couldn’t help but remember his match with Jobbo.

      Marvella told them what to do.

      First, Freddie threw a jab, and Johnny caught it with his rear hand.

      As they continued the exercise and Marvella told Freddie to speed it up, the jabs came faster and harder, and Johnny’s own glove started knocking him in the face. Every now and then, one of Freddie’s jabs would slip off his glove and graze his face.

      “That’s all right,” Marvella said. “Punches don’t have to miss you. Just don’t let them catch you clean. Your opponent is close enough to hit you, he’s close enough for you to hit him back, you feel me? Better he misses by an inch than a foot.”

      Johnny and Freddie switched positions, and Marvella hollered at Johnny for targeting Freddie’s glove instead of her face.

      He did as he was told, and Freddie blocked his shots.

      Marvella had Freddie twist, catching the jab on her shoulder, then counter back with a right hand.

      The first counter-right walloped Johnny in the nose.

      Freddie laughed, saying she was sorry.

      “Don’t apologize to him,” Marvella said. “The first rule of boxing, the only real rule, is protect yourself at all times. Keep your hands up, kid. Don’t wait for me to tell you to block a shot. You’re a fighter, not a robot. Get your hands up.”

      Next, Marvella showed Johnny how to dip under the hand then counter with a left hook to the body.

      “Nice and easy,” she told him. “She has a fight coming up. You hurt her ribs, I’ll beat you with my cane.”

      Johnny didn’t know how old Marvella was—maybe thirty or thirty-five?—but she was going to make a fantastic crotchety grandmother someday.

      For half an hour, Marvella ran them through counter drills, each fighter trying the sequence dozens of times from either side.

      Then it was time for calisthenics. Jumping jacks, mountain climbers, push-ups, pull-ups, neck work, and a cruel assortment of ab work.

      Through it all, he and Freddie worked side by side.

      On the incline crunch board, his body finally jerked when his abdominals cramped sharply. He winced with surprise and pain and paused at the top for an instant.

      “Keep working, kid,” Marvella said with a sadistic grin. “That’s what I was waiting for. You can’t fake a cramp. Now the real work begins.”

      Every time he raised up again, he focused on the big banner across the room.

      HONOR. GLORY. NEIGHBORHOOD.

      After this, Marvella told them to fetch a medicine ball.

      First, they moved laterally, facing each other and passing the medicine ball back and forth.

      After this, they stood back-to-back, twisting, handing off the ball, then twisting in the other direction to receive again and again and again.

      Then they stood face-to-face, hurling the medicine ball at each other’s aching midsections. The idea was to let the ball hit you in the gut, catch it, and throw it back.

      A similar idea drove their final exercise with Marvella.

      Standing on the ring apron, she told Johnny to lie on his back on the gym floor and raise his legs to six inches. Then she lifted the medicine ball overhead and dropped it on his stomach.

      It was like getting punched.

      The ball bounced off his abs. He caught it instantly and threw it back to her, no easy task while lying on his back, at least not after a full round of this torture.

      After this, Marvella released them to the steps, which they ran together, ten minutes plus an additional eleven times up and down thanks to Johnny dropping his right while shadowboxing.

      When they had finished, Freddie punched him in the arm and grinned, her pretty face glittering with perspiration. “Don’t drop your right next time, tough guy.”

      They gathered their stuff and said goodbye to Marvella by the steps, where the sign overhead offered a final reminder to everyone leaving the gym.

      REMEMBER: YOU REP THE WARD. ACT LIKE IT!

      Freddie thanked the trainer and shook her hand, passing her a coin or two.

      This time, Johnny was ready. “Thanks, Marvella,” he said, and shaking her hand, slipped her a folded-up dollar bill.

      Without looking down, Marvella nodded. “All right. See you two tomorrow. Johnny, hold up a second. I want a word with you. Freddie, you’re done. Get out of here.”

      “I’ll just wait for Johnny.”

      “Did I stutter, girl? I said get out of here.”

      Freddie’s eyes swelled. She gave a dip of her head. “Yes, Marvella. I’ll see you tomorrow. Bye, Johnny.”

      “See you, Freddie.”

      Freddie grinned at him from the shadows of her hood, shrugged her bag higher on her shoulder, and started down the long stairs.

      “Now you,” Marvella said, sounding angry, “come with me.”
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      Johnny followed Marvella to the back of the gym, wondering what was up. Why was Marvella pissed?

      Well, in all fairness, she was always angry. But if Johnny didn’t know better, he’d think she was separating him from witnesses to murder him.

      Leaning on her cane, she opened a door marked BOILER ROOM and ushered him inside.

      A neatly made cot stood against one wall. Several photographs were taped to the crumbling plaster above it.

      “You gotta stay hungry if you want to fight,” Marvella said. “Otherwise, sooner or later, you end up doing the math. You get thinking, why come in here six, seven days a week and train your ass off? Why get up early and run in the rain and cold when you could be sleeping? Why give up partying with your friends? Getting drunk, getting laid? Boxing’s the hardest, loneliest sport in the world.”

      Johnny nodded, but Marvella was staring past him, again making him think her eye was locked on ghosts of the past only she could see.

      “But it’s the greatest sport, too,” she said. “Because everything’s on the line. You get a fight lined up, what do you do? You tell everybody, invite them to come watch. People you like, maybe even people you don’t like, just to show them what you can do. Point is, you tell everybody you care about, hey, I got a fight coming up, why don’t you come and watch?

      “And they do. They put it on their calendar and come out and pay their money even if they’ve never been to a fight before, because they care about you, and because they know what you know, what everybody knows about a fight: you are putting it all on the line, saying to the world, I’m better than this man. Look at him and look at me. I’m better. I got more juice than him and bigger balls, and I’m going to prove it. I’m going to whip his ass for all the world to see.”

      Marvella blinked back to the boiler room and grinned at him. She had never looked so wolfish.

      “Meanwhile, he’s telling his people the same thing. Come out, watch me beat this guy from the Ward who thinks he’s hot shit. And he’s serious. You gotta remember that. He doesn’t give a shit about you or your people. You’re not even real to him, not until you punch him in the face. All that matters to him is winning. His mother will sit there at ringside, calling down all manner of gypsy curses and voodoo hoodoo on you, you feel me? I mean, this shit is real to them.”

      Johnny nodded again.

      “But at the end of the fight, unless it’s a draw—and thankfully, there are very few draws in amateur boxing—the ref only raises one fighter’s hand. That’s it. The two of you fight on an elevated ring under bright lights, one on one. No team, no substitutions, nobody in there but the two of you and the ref. That’s it. You are naked to the world, the both of you.

      “Suddenly, all your talk doesn’t mean shit. It never did, of course. Only in your mind. Once the bell rings, it’s just you and your opponent. Everything you do, every punch you land or take, everybody out there can see it. And the folks in attendance, they’re your world, right?”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Trust me. They are. Meanwhile, you walk into that ring, they think what they think about you. Most of them, they’re hoping and praying you’ll win big. Some, all they can do is sit there and fret, worrying you’re gonna get hurt. A few, maybe, are secretly rooting against you. Coworkers, boyfriends of girls you invite. You always have a few assholes. They’ll smile and shake your hand and wish you luck, and the whole time you’re in there fighting for your life, they’re crossing their fingers, praying to God this man’ll knock your head off.”

      She shook her head and chuckled bitterly.

      “It is what it is. You’re fighting for them just as much as you’re fighting for everybody else. Because you want to show them all. It isn’t like other sports. At the end of the match, it isn’t about are you the fastest or the prettiest or the best swimmer. Fighting, man, that’s about you. Your fists and chin come into it, sure, your footwork, all this training we’ve been doing, your endurance, everything. I mean, sure, it’s all that, it’s a fight, right?”

      “Right.”

      “But it’s more than a fight, kid. It’s about who wants it more. Who’s got the juice. Who’s got more heart. Who’s the better man. That’s it. That’s what it’s really all about. Who’s the better man?

      “So at the end, when the ref raises one hand or the other, it’s either the best feeling in the whole world or the absolute worst. That’s why boxing is the most dangerous sport. Not because you can die in there. Shit, you know that. Everybody who pulls on a pair of gloves knows he can die, he’s gotta be willing to die to do what he’s gotta do in there. Besides, you can get killed crossing the damn street on your way to tiddlywinks lessons, you feel me?”

      Johnny laughed.

      “No, what makes boxing the most dangerous sport is that moment the ref raises the other man’s hand, and your whole world comes crashing down. Because then you are a loser, and the whole world knows it. Everybody you give a shit about just watched you prove that you’re a loser. And let me tell you, kid, it’s a hard road back from that. A hard, hard road.”

      “I guess I’d better not lose, then.”

      “Everybody loses sooner or later.”

      “You were undefeated, though. You never lost.”

      She fixed him with her good eye. “Oh, I lost plenty. I lost everything, kid, everything.”

      For a few seconds, the boiler room was silent save for the constant sound of bag work and shouting trainers out in the gym.

      Marvella touched his arm. “But look. What I’m trying to say is don’t fuck up, all right?”

      “I’ll try not to.”

      “You don’t understand. I’m not talking about you. Look, I’m glad you came in here. I’m glad I took you under my wing. You stick with it, you might even do something. We’ll see. But Freddie, she’s my baby, you feel me? I been training her for two years. Two hours a night, sometimes three, six or seven days a week, all year long. There ain’t no such thing as boxing season. So that’s a long damn time her and me have spent together, you feel me?”

      She glared at him now.

      “Yeah. It’s a long time.”

      “Freddie’s got a real shot. And she’s got a reason to fight. A real reason. You, you’re just getting into it, feeling your juice, wondering what the future might hold. But what else is there for you, huh? You live over in the motel, wash dishes. What do you got to lose? What do you got you can’t replace with something else? You’re a loose cannon right now. Sure, you can punch. Maybe even you have a future. I don’t know. But you’re dangerous.”

      “To Freddie, you mean.”

      “Yeah, that’s exactly what I mean, kid. I see you two together, the way you been acting. Looking at other, grinning. I might only have one eye, but I ain’t blind.”

      “We like each other.”

      Marvella shook her head. “You like each other.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Are you, though? Are you serious, kid?”

      “Yes,” Johnny said, his temper rising. Who was Marvella to question his feelings for Freddie? “Let’s get something straight. If I say I’m serious, I’m serious. And I am serious.”

      “Well, that’s good. Because she’s serious. There’s no half-stepping in Freddie. She does something, she goes all the way, you feel me?”

      He nodded.

      “Don’t fuck her over, kid. And don’t fuck her up. Don’t fuck her at all if you can keep from it, though I think that might be too late now. Might even do more harm than good, leaving her kitty alone forever, seeing how she looks at you. But you gotta play this smart, Johnny. You go rushing in, turn this into a nail and bail, I will track you down, break your back, and leave you in the street for the drunks to piss on, you feel me?”

      “I won’t do anything like that.”

      “I half wish you would. Because if this goes the other way, the way I’m expecting, you treat her right, Freddie might get too happy and forget for a minute why she’s fighting. And that’s all it takes in this sport. One minute, one moment of bliss, one thing to fall back on, and bam—you lose your edge. Don’t take that girl’s edge, Johnny. She’s got a lot more going on than you, a lot more to fight for and hope for and live for, you feel me? Meanwhile, what you got is the here and now. Freddie’s not like you, all footloose and fancy free. She’s playing for keeps, and she’s not just playing for herself. She’s got folks counting on her. Folks with very little else to count on, you feel me?”

      Thinking of what Freddie said about her father, Johnny nodded yet again. “I told you. I’m serious about Freddie. I’m not gonna fuck her over.”

      “I hope so, kid,” Marvella said, her gaze sliding out of focus again, staring once more into that haunted place beyond this world. “I really fucking hope so.”
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      The next morning, as the rest of the world slumbered on, Johnny and Freddie grunted their obligatory greeting and put in the miles.

      Running was getting easier for Johnny. The beginning of each session, he felt sluggish like a car struggling to turn over on a cold morning.

      But once he’d run several blocks, he found his stride, and his blood and breath came evenly.

      This morning, Freddie started putting on a burst of speed every third block. Johnny kept up with her.

      They didn’t discuss it and didn’t need to. They just hung with each other, and at the end of the run, gasping for air, Johnny said, “Good work.”

      Freddie lifted her arms overhead, but she wasn’t even winded. “Gotta keep pushing, right?”

      He nodded. “All the way to the top. We’re in it together.”

      She held out her fist, and they pounded it and started for Coffee & Chess.

      They drank cult coffee and played chess but only managed two games instead of three, since Johnny’s improved play forced Freddie to slow down and study the board.

      They drew the first game, pushing their bet to the next day. Johnny won the second, feinting with his queenside pawns before launching an all-out kingside assault and smothering her castled king.

      “Well, that sucked,” she said, looking up from the smoldering ruins of her losing position. “But not as much as drinking my coffee black is going to suck tomorrow.”

      “Deal with it,” Johnny said. “I’ve been following your lead ever since we met. You know boxing, Fight Town, meditation… but on the chess board, you have awakened a dragon. When my brothers and I needed to decide something, we’d usually play chess to see who had to do what.”

      “My sister and I would just fight for it.”

      Johnny chuckled, cleaning up the board. “You two really don’t get along, huh?”

      Freddie held out her hand and titled it side to side. “So so. I mean, I love her, you know?”

      “Family first.”

      “Always. But Lennie’s a pain in the ass, too. We’ve always been very competitive.”

      “Does she box?”

      Freddie shook her head. “She should. She’d be great. But no. I started boxing, so she had to do something different. She’s a kickboxer.”

      They returned the chess board, thanked the cowgirl behind the counter, and headed out into the street, where darkness yet reigned.

      “Is kickboxing popular here?” he asked.

      “Not really. Lennie’s stupid. She has talent. Real talent. She could make way more as a boxer than a kickboxer. But she swears that kickboxing is the sport of the future.”

      “Is she pro?”

      “Not yet. But she’s racking up the wins. She’s 3-0.”

      “She’s catching up to you.”

      Freddie grinned. “Which is why my next fight can’t come soon enough. I can’t let her catch up to me. It drives Lennie nuts, not being able to get the fights, but kickboxing shows are rare. There are boxing matches basically every night of the week. Two of her three fights weren’t even in Fight Town. If you’re going to kickbox, you have to travel to fight. She’s already talking about turning pro since it’s so hard to find fights. Patience is not my sister’s forte.”

      Reaching her apartment building, they went up to the roof, settled onto the grass, and synced their breathing.

      Johnny was glad for the cult coffee coursing through his veins. Otherwise, he would likely fall asleep. Not because he was tired—he felt highly energized these days—but because the process was so relaxing, especially with Freddie’s soft voice counting out the stages of respiration.

      He pushed these thoughts from his mind and sat there in a lotus position with his eyes closed, sweat pouring off him.

      Freddie’s soft voice cooed, “Breathe in. Hold it. Six, five, four, three, two, one. Exhale through your nose.”

      Johnny did as she directed, concentrating on his breathing and clearing his mind. His whole body glowed with energy. A nameless joy filled his skull and body, displacing thought and motion. It was euphoric.

      “Find your grid,” Freddie whispered. “Go to its center.”

      Johnny plunged inside of himself, searching his inner darkness for that bright point, the hub of his power, the place just behind the solar plexus from which all juice flowed.

      And then he had it. As soon as he felt it pulsing there, he sensed the lines of power shooting away from it like lit-up streets in an otherwise black-dark city seen from above, a grid of illumination that covered his entire body like the street map of a sprawling metropolis, lines of juice spreading out across the very neighborhoods of his being, not just the flesh and bones but also the spirit and mind and that resolute toughness fighters everywhere call “heart.”

      He felt the whole grid at once, sensing its thoroughfares and boulevards, back streets and twisting alleyways. In some places, the juice rushed freely; in others, it crawled; here and there, streets were completely clogged. In these places, juice eddied, unable to pass, unable to feed the spaces beyond.

      As if she were feeling what he was feeling, Freddie whispered, “Cruise your grid. Feel it. Learn its streets. You feel how some of the streets are blocked?”

      “Yeah.”

      “All right. Zero in on one of the blocked streets.”

      Johnny did as he was told.

      A moment later, Freddie’s voice asked, “You got it?”

      Johnny nodded.

      “Good. Something closed that street. Could be bad food or bad design or bad living. Now, unblock the street.”

      Johnny laughed. “Unlock the street? How can I—”

      “Shh,” Freddie hissed.

      And suddenly Johnny was back in himself. Speaking had broken his contact with that inner world.

      “No talking, Johnny. You go back in now.”

      Frustrated, Johnny plunged back in. He found the grid more easily this time and raced along its streets until he came to another roadblock.

      “All right,” Freddie said. “You’re back in? Found another jammed street? Good, Johnny. You’re doing well. Now, focus on the block. Why is it there? Bad food? Bad wiring? Bad thinking? Settle into it. Feel the nature of the block. Then, once you feel it, clear the street. Okay? No rush, Johnny. Take your time. I’ll just sit here cultivating while you meditate.”

      For a long time, Johnny felt ridiculous. But after a while, he pushed all judgment from his mind and just focused on the block.

      He was focusing on, of all places, his ankle.

      His left ankle.

      Why? No idea. But he was sure of it.

      The longer he meditated, the more it seemed he was sinking into his own grid. It no longer felt small and theoretical. After twenty or thirty minutes of focused meditation, he felt like he was sitting in the street within his grid staring up at a towering obstruction that blocked the lane from one side to the other.

      From the outside, he’d thought of the grid in terms of streets, the juice in terms of vehicles, the pinch points in terms of roadblocks.

      But the grid wasn’t a series of streets, it was a series of interconnected conduits meant to carry his juice, which flowed like water or electricity. Except here, of course.

      Here, his juice eddied, unable to pass.

      Question was, what was blocking it?

      He focused on the obstacle.

      And sometime later, he realized its nature.

      The wall damming juice in his left ankle was comprised of aluminum cans.

      And not just any cans.

      Beer cans.

      Thousands of them. Tens of thousands. Perhaps even hundreds of thousands.

      Initially, it struck him funny. He’d somehow blocked his ankle by drinking beer?

      Did that explain why his footwork sucked? Why his feet were always getting tangled in the jump rope? Why he’d never been much of a dancer?

      Staring up at the wall of cans, he grew angry.

      He hadn’t drunk that much.

      Sure, the wall was symbolic, but all the same, it wasn’t like he was some raging alcoholic.

      How could—

      But then the cans came into focus.

      Staring at the red-and-white cans, he felt instantly agitated.

      He didn’t even drink Old Milwaukee.

      That was his dad’s brand, not his.

      In fact, Johnny wouldn’t even drink the stuff out of spite. After all, when you grew up around somebody who—

      Then the truth blasted him in the forehead like an overhand right.

      This block wasn’t about Johnny’s drinking at all.

      It was about his dad’s drinking.

      For a while, he was awash in bitter resentment.

      He wanted to punch his dad. The same guy who’d put the family through hell was back again, fucking up Johnny’s life, holding him back.

      But the longer Johnny meditated, the more he understood that he was wrong.

      He’d been misreading the nature of the block again.

      The cans, he had decoded correctly. This block had to do with his father’s drinking, not his.

      But his father wasn’t holding him back any longer. Hadn’t been for a long time, in fact.

      How could he? The man was dead.

      Sure, Dad’s drinking had caused the block. But his drinking wasn’t holding it together.

      Johnny’s resentment was doing that.

      Staggered, Johnny had to wonder how much resentment he’d been holding onto. He wouldn’t have thought much, but how well do we really know our inner selves?

      Whatever the case, one thing was for certain.

      His dad was gone. This block was all Johnny now.

      He didn’t need anything from his dad to get past the block. He didn’t need a pep talk or therapy or any sort of resolution.

      He just had to dismiss it, had to remove its significance.

      So that’s what he did. He hadn’t even known he’d been holding onto it all these years, but now, he let it go.

      An instant later, the blockade vanished. Not even a single can remained.

      And his juice flowed on down the street.

      Coming back into himself, Johnny could feel juice flowing through his ankle into his foot.

      He took a deep breath and smiled.

      Amazing.

      As the warmth and light of the rising sun once again greeted them, Johnny told Freddie all about it.

      “Johnny, that’s great!” she said, giving him a big hug. “I’m so proud of you!”

      “Thanks, Freddie,” he said, holding her. “That was amazing.”

      She leaned back and grinned at him. “One block down, thousands more to go!”

      “Great,” he laughed.

      Then they wrapped up and headed back into the building.
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      “It’s still early,” Freddie said. “Want to come up to my place?”

      Johnny bounced his eyebrows up and down. “My fantasy is coming true?”

      Freddie smirked at him. “I don’t know. Is your fantasy doing some mitt work before breakfast??”

      “Not the last time I checked, but I’m still up for it.”

      “Cool. I don’t have to work at the pool today, and I have mitts and gloves in the apartment. We can go get them. Everybody should still be asleep. Then I can show you a few things.”

      Johnny’s stomach was growling, but he grinned. “What, since I whipped your ass at chess, you have to reassert yourself as the boxing authority?”

      “Something like that,” Freddie laughed. “My greatness overfloweth.”

      They went downstairs. Freddie’s family lived on the fifth floor in a corner apartment overlooking Holyfield.

      Freddie opened the door.

      Johnny leaned against the corridor wall and settled in to wait, but Freddie beckoned him inside, her purple tail twitching back and forth as he followed.

      Through the gloom, he registered a small yet uncluttered apartment with a ten-by-ten dining and living room and a cramped kitchen that smelled like an Italian restaurant.

      Everything looked tidy, even the corner of the kitchen counter covered in medicine bottles and prescription vials.

      Through the pale glow coming through the blinds covering the balcony slider, he saw a single bathroom and two bedrooms, one in each corner. A wheelchair was parked beside one of the doors.

      Framed pictures hung on various walls, but it was too dark to make out much.

      Freddie led him to the bedroom without the wheelchair. “Wait here,” she whispered. “I’ll grab the mitts.”

      She opened the door slowly and slipped silently into the shadows. A shaft of dim light fell into the darkened bedroom, spotlighting the lower half of a slumbering body stretched atop a bed near the door.

      Clad only in silky pink panties, the legs and bottom were perfectly sculpted and firm-looking, one leg drawn up, the other straight as a poker.

      Johnny couldn’t help but stare for a second.

      Freddie’s sister, Lennie, apparently…

      He was just getting ready to pry his gaze away when someone cleared their throat behind him.

      He jumped a little, turned, and found himself face-to-face with Freddie’s mom.

      At least he assumed it was Freddie’s mom. Whoever the woman was, she looked a lot like Freddie, though her tousled purple locks were lightly streaked in gray.

      She stood there with her arms crossed, glaring at Johnny, whose face burned hot.

      After all, it was kind of an awkward way to meet the mom of a girl you liked, getting caught staring at her sister’s naked legs and panty-clad butt.

      “Um… hi,” Johnny said lamely.

      “Hello,” the woman said. “You must be Freddie’s new friend.”

      He smiled and held out his hand. “Yeah, I’m Johnny. Nice to meet you.”

      She looked at his hand for a second before taking it. Her small hand gripped his firmly, and her blue-gray eyes bore into his face like the eyes of a leopard ready to pounce. “Paulette Lopez.”

      “Hey, Mom,” Freddie said, slipping from the room with a small gear bag and closing the door quietly behind her. “You met Johnny, huh?”

      Mrs. Lopez nodded, still giving him an appraising look. “Let’s go out in the kitchen.”

      Freddie threw an arm around her mom’s shoulders and kissed her cheek. “We didn’t wake you, did we?”

      Mrs. Lopez shook her head. “Your father had a bad night. I didn’t get much sleep. I was lying in bed reading when you came home. So, Johnny, what are your intentions with my daughters?”

      Johnny winced at her use of the plural. Great. She was going to make something of this…

      But Freddie said, “Mom, give me a break.” Even in the half-light, he could see she was blushing. “We’re going up to the roof to train.”

      Mrs. Lopez frowned at her daughter then shifted her eyes to Johnny and frowned more deeply. “Just make sure that all you do up there is train.”

      Freddie rolled her eyes. “Get your mind out of the gutter, Mom. Johnny’s a gentleman.”

      Mrs. Lopez quirked one brow. “A gentleman, huh?”

      Johnny braced himself, expecting Mrs. Lopez to say something along the lines of If this guy’s such a gentleman, why is he drooling over your sister’s ass?

      But Mrs. Lopez merely shuffled over to the counter and started making coffee.

      Freddie kissed her cheek and headed for the door.

      “Nice meeting you,” Johnny said, following her out.

      Mrs. Lopez raised a hand without looking up.

      Out in the hall, Freddie said, “That went well.”

      “Yeah, right. She looked like she wanted to kill me.”

      “Don’t mind Mom. She’s sweet. She just doesn’t sleep much. She’s a whole different person after she’s had her coffee.”

      “It wasn’t exactly the best way to meet. I think she thought I was staring at your sister’s butt.”

      Freddie smiled mischievously. “Oh yeah? And were you staring at my sister’s butt.”

      He shrugged. “Yeah.”

      She popped open the stairwell door but paused there, eyeing him playfully. “And?”

      “And what?”

      “What did you think? Of my sister’s butt, I mean.”

      Johnny felt his face burning hot again. But he wasn’t going to lie. “It was… nice.”

      Freddie tilted her head and crossed her arms over her chest, looking suddenly combative. “Only nice?”

      Johnny didn’t know what she wanted, but as usual, he stuck to the truth. “Honestly? Super nice.”

      “Perfect?”

      Remembering Lennie’s toned legs and firm-looking ass, he nodded. “Yes. If you really want to know the truth, your sister has a perfect ass and perfect legs, too.”

      “Good answer,” Freddie said with a smile and slipped into the stairwell. “Since Lennie and I are twins.”
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      The next few weeks flew by.

      Johnny and Freddie stuck to their routine.

      Every morning they rose at quarter to four and ran. They ran faster and farther and worked in more sprints.

      Johnny felt stronger than ever. Johnny’s endurance still lagged, but it was improving. His soreness was gone, replaced by a thrumming vitality that had to be his increased juice.

      Each morning they sipped cult coffee as they played chess. It was hilarious, watching Freddie choke down the cup of black coffee. She made a real show of it, wincing and sticking out her tongue and asking him over and over again in strangled whispers, “How can you drink this shit?”

      He just laughed.

      As the following week progressed—they were in the month of June now, Johnny had learned—he went on a tear, beating Freddie several chess games in a row. Then she battled back, winning a few with uncharacteristically aggressive play. Since then, they’d gone back and forth, winning, losing, and drawing, Johnny holding only the slightest of leads in their overall win-loss tally.

      Meditation grew more and more intense. With Freddie’s help, Johnny learned to tap quickly into his grid, and he spent their sessions zooming along its microscopic avenues and back alleys, unjamming blockages and improving juice flow throughout his body.

      For breakfast they hit El Gallo Gordo. Johnny tried a few of the truck’s other tacos, and they were all great, but he always came back to the bacon and brisket breakfast taco. Once you find perfection, why meander through merely delicious alternatives?

      Then they would split up for work, Freddie going off to the pool and Johnny heading to the diner to wash dishes.

      He got along well with everyone there. Lou stopped frequently to ask questions about the gym and came to full life whenever Johnny explained what he was up to.

      “Have you been getting in the ring?” Lou asked nearly every day.

      And Johnny would shake his head. “Marvella won’t let me spar. Not yet.”

      “A cautious woman, Marvella. Fierce in the ring, fearless, but as a trainer? She’s cautious as a new mother. A good thing for you, Johnny. A very good thing. Trust her.”

      Johnny did trust Marvella. But he wished the wolfwoman would let him get in the ring. All of this running and rope jumping and punching bags and mitts was fun enough, but he wanted to get back in there and do some real sparring. To hit and get hit.

      Especially with Jobbo. Though, truth be told, the fire Johnny had once tended toward the overweight journeyman had mostly dwindled.

      He would still avenge the beating he’d taken that first night. That eventuality was carved in stone. But the accompanying emotion had largely faded.

      Jobbo wasn’t evil. He was more like a force of nature. The guy liked to fight and eat. Period. He was always looking for fresh meat.

      Johnny would get him back eventually. That would be satisfying. But in the meantime, he could pound fists with the guy and laugh when the heat got to Jobbo and the bearman started singing opera in his winter coat and cap, shadowboxing in the corner with five-pound dumbbells in his fists.

      Johnny’s body was changing. And not just down in his grid. Every time he lifted a rack of steaming dishes at work, he felt new muscle flexing in his forearms and across his back. Every time he jogged up the stairs of the Oasis, he felt new energy bursting in his legs.

      His muscles were growing stronger and leaner. What little fat he’d had was melting away. By late June, he weighed 181 pounds, and Freddie said she was certain Marvella would start him off at light heavyweight, the 175-pound weight class.

      A few weeks out from her final novice fight, Freddie’s own weight was already on point. She was hovering half a pound over the 125-pound limit, which meant she wouldn’t need to deplete her strength or endurance losing a bunch of weight before the fight.

      She, too, was feeling stronger than ever, and she was kicking a lot of ass sparring.

      Johnny watched every minute of every round she sparred. For the first few days, he watched while hitting bags, doing sit-ups, or whatever else Marvella told him to do.

      But then one day when Freddie was going to spar a pro visiting from Deer Park, Marvella handed Johnny the spit bucket and told him to help her corner the session.

      Freddie held her own against the pro, who fought in a similar style, relying on footwork and quick hands to control the action.

      Freddie didn’t beat the woman, didn’t even win a single round, but she blocked most of her opponent’s shots and landed a few of her own, and throughout the sparring match, Marvella kept telling Johnny how well Freddie was doing.

      “She looks good, really good. Girl is ready. This other girl’s no joke.”

      But between rounds, as Johnny popped out Freddie’s mouthpiece and squirted water in her mouth and held the bucket for her to spit into, Marvella merely pointed out what Freddie was doing wrong or could be doing differently.

      At the end, despite the glowing praise she offered while Freddie jabbed and ducked and feinted, Marvella simply said, “Not bad. You gotta work on that double jab. You gotta really bring that second punch. Make it count or don’t throw it at all.”

      Marvella was the same way with him. The harder he worked, the more she threw at him. The better he did, the less patient she grew with anything he still needed to improve.

      Whatever Marvella threw at them, Johnny and Freddie pushed through it—together, when the trainer allowed them.

      And every night after they wrapped up their stairs and thanked Marvella and slipped her a little money, they walked back to Freddie’s together before parting for the night.

      One night as they lingered outside her apartment, Johnny said, “So are you ready to kiss me yet or what?”

      Freddie frowned. “Sorry, Johnny. Not quite yet, okay?”

      He held up his palms. “No problem. I said I’d wait, I’ll wait. But know that I want to. Bad.”

      She grinned at him. “So do I, Johnny. Really bad.”

      “Which begs the question…”

      “I promised somebody, okay?”

      Johnny just looked at her for a second. “You promised somebody? A male somebody?”

      Freddie laughed, shaking her head. “No, nothing like that. A female somebody, okay? Marvella, if you want to know the truth.”

      “Marvella?” Johnny said with a stab of irritation. “Why does she care?” But even as he posed the question, he remembered the conversation in the boiler room.

      “Let’s not get into it, all right? Let’s just say she knows me better than I know myself, maybe. And she’s looking out for me, for us.”

      “Bull,” Johnny said. He’d been hanging out with Freddie every day for a month. It was time for Marvella to leave them alone. “What harm could possibly—”

      “Trust me, Johnny,” Freddie said, taking his hand and giving it a squeeze.

      “I do,” he said. “And I’ll wait. But hopefully not too much longer.”

      “No,” she said. “Not much longer. At least not for Marvella. But I still need to talk to Mom.”

      “You have to talk to your Mom?” Johnny hadn’t been back to the apartment since Mrs. Lopez had caught him staring at Freddie’s sister.

      Freddie nodded. “And Lennie.”

      “Your sister? Why?”

      “She’s my twin,” Freddie said, as if that explained everything. “Look, Johnny, I’m sorry. I promise I’m not leading you on. I’m really not. I want to kiss you. But I don’t just go around kissing guys, okay? Like I said, I might take my time, but that’s just because I like to do things right. If I kiss you—”

      “I know,” Johnny said. “And I wouldn’t have it any other way. Do what you gotta do. Take whatever time you need. I’ll still be here, waiting on you.”

      “Thanks, Johnny,” Freddie said, and came into his arms, hugging him fiercely.

      For the better part of a minute, he just held her there, loving the feel of her in his arms.

      Then they went their separate ways for the night.

      Walking back to his place, Johnny felt frustrated. Not with Freddie. He didn’t understand her hesitation, not after so long, but he believed every word she said.

      No, his frustration was with himself. He didn’t like showing impatience.

      With a different girl and less on the line, he might draw a line in the sand. And that would be okay. Just tell her straight up, ‘Look, you gotta choose.’

      But not with Freddie. They’d been very open with each other all along, and he trusted her.

      They were headed somewhere together, somewhere wonderful. He was sure of that. All he had to do was wait.

      So yeah, he felt dumber than hell, showing impatience, which was, of course, weakness.

      Johnny usually got back to his place around 10:30 or 11:00. Then he ate dinner alone, usually making do with meat and cheese, raw vegetables, and fruit. Having the mini-fridge made life easier, but he had no stove and lacked the energy and aptitude to cook anyway.

      Most nights, it was all he could do to eat anything before showering and falling into bed.

      Some nights, he woke to sounds outside and groaned, knowing Millie was raiding the dumpster again. This was confounding, since he continued to tip her with outrageous generosity not just when she did his laundry but also when she gave him room service, which was every day when he left the motel.

      So why was she still digging around in the dumpster?

      Maybe she was crazy. Or at least eccentric.

      Old habits die hard, and strange habits rarely die at all.

      To make matters worse, on those nights, Millie tended to blast her classical music, too. Maybe dumpster diving drove her into some kind of mania.

      One hot night as June was coming to a close, he received a different kind of interruption. He awoke to a gentle knocking at his door. Sitting up in the darkness, he heard someone calling his name.

      For a brief second, he fantasized that it was Freddie, come for her first kiss and more, but he knew that wasn’t the case.

      First of all, Freddie wasn’t the type to go back on her promise to Marvella, no matter how badly she wanted to. And second of all, she had never seen his room; she wouldn’t know where to find him even if she wanted to.

      When he went to the door, he saw Sylvia outside, holding a pizza box, and spinning in a slow circle on her roller skates, her blond tail wagging furiously.
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      He opened the door.

      “Hey, Johnny!”

      “Hey, Sylvia. What time is it?”

      “It’s I-want-to-see-you o’clock,” she said, and batted her long lashes at him.

      “Otherwise known as?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Two? Two-thirty?”

      He groaned. “Hey, not to be rude, but I gotta get up in an hour or so.”

      “You working night shift?”

      He shook his head. “Training.”

      Sylvia shivered as if a cold wind had just blown across the balcony. In reality, it was extremely hot and muggy, and a fine sheen of perspiration twinkled across her alluring cleavage.

      Alluring, but not that alluring. When you run on four hours of sleep, you can’t afford interruptions. Also, there was the matter of Freddie. Sure, she was holding back, asking him to wait, but in saying he’d wait, he’d implied a promise, and he wouldn’t jeopardize that now.

      Sylvia pouted prettily for a second. “Please, can’t I come in for just a little bit?”

      “For what?”

      “I brought you something,” she said with a bright grin, and hefted the box. Loose slices slid inside.

      “Thanks, but like I told you, Marvella laid down the law. My pizza-eating days are over for a while.”

      “You don’t have to eat anything,” Sylvia said. “That’s my job. And I didn’t bring pizza. Go ahead, look at what I brought you.”

      She bumped the box into his chest. Again, he heard what sounded like a loose slice slide over the cardboard inside.

      Johnny took the box from her and lifted the lid.

      It wasn’t a stray slice. It was a pair of silver handcuffs.

      When he looked at Sylvia, she was staring up at him with a playfully submissive expression, wrists out, one crossed over the other. “Please, Johnny. Please handcuff me to your bed and fuck my mouth. I’m done for the night. You can leave me there and use my mouth again when you wake up. My mouth will be your fuckhole until you go to work, okay?”

      “Thanks, but—”

      “Please, Johnny?” she pleaded. “I want your cock so bad. In my mouth, I mean. Remember, I’m still a virgin.”

      “I remember,” Johnny said.

      “You can strip me and use my body. Just not sex-sex, okay? Other than that, anything goes. I’m yours to do whatever you want with.” Then she turned and winked over one shoulder, shaking her shapely ass back and forth. “I have another hole you can use, too.”

      Johnny groaned again. This time with desire.

      This beautiful, horny blonde was offering hours of wild pleasure. Freddie wouldn’t even know.

      But you would, Johnny told himself.

      He could practically hear Paul and Annabelle scream as he closed the lid and handed the box back to Sylvia. “Sorry, Sylvia. I really appreciate the offer. You’re gorgeous and sweet. But I met somebody.”

      Strangely, Sylvia brightened at this. “Congratulations!” Then, leaning past him and looking into the darkness of his room, she said, “Is she in there? She can fuck my mouth, too.”

      Johnny just stared at her for a second, then picked his jaw off the ground. “No, she’s not here, Sylvia. Look, I appreciate the offer—really—but I’m serious about this girl. Truly. I think there’s something there.”

      Sylvia tilted her head, her smile fading. “I don’t understand. I’m only looking for a little fun, no strings attached. What’s wrong with that?”

      She had a point. What was wrong with that?

      Freddie, that’s what was wrong with it. He was developing feelings for her. Real feelings. With every passing day, even in the absence of physical intimacy, those feelings deepened.

      In fact, he’d never felt this way about a girl before, not even long-term girlfriends, not even girls he’d thought he...

      Holy shit, he realized, standing there before a beautiful girl begging to blow him, I’m in love with Freddie.

      There was no dissenting voice in his mind. He loved Freddie. Really loved her.

      And that decided the moment.

      Because love—even undeclared love—trumps lust. At least for Johnny.

      So no matter how tempting it was, he would not defile two of Sylvia’s three holes.

      “No can do, Sylvia. Sorry.”

      Sylvia shrugged and smiled. “Oh well. No sweat. I just thought it would be fun. But you know what they say. Plenty of fish in the sea and plenty of fighters in Fight Town. Bye, Johnny!”

      He watched her skate off with her perfect ass and boxed-up handcuffs, looking like the tail end of a horny teenager’s wet dream.

      He assumed his refusal had cost him subscribers and knew he would catch a ration from Paul and Annabelle, but to hell with them.

      He was grateful for a second shot at life, but he hadn’t asked to be anyone’s life replacement system. He genuinely appreciated his riders’ support, but he was more than a fuck puppet.

      To him, this was real life, and right now, he wanted to share that life with Freddie. He wouldn’t risk that. Not for his hornier subscribers, not for a bit of fun with a depraved young beauty, not for the credits that a night of kinky hedonism might earn him.

      Paul and Annabelle could shove their data up their asses for all he cared.

      Sure, he hoped to provide great life experiences for his subscribers. But he would do that by living the life he wanted, not by trying to build his life around what he thought they wanted.

      And what he wanted was simple.

      He wanted Freddie.

      So he stuck to his guns and continued to train with her, and on the weekend, as June melted into July and Freddie invited him over to watch some old fight tapes, explaining that her sister was out of town training with some white-bearded kung fu master, he put on his best shirt and went over.

      Mrs. Lopez was much friendlier, making him wonder if there was truth to what Freddie had said about her mom and coffee.

      He tried not to stare at Freddie, who had just returned from work and was still wearing her blue bikini when he arrived.

      “Thanks for coming, Johnny,” she said, and taking his hand, led him across the small apartment toward a figure seated upon the balcony. “I want you to meet my dad.”

      Mr. Lopez sat in the wheelchair on the balcony. Johnny figured the guy was only in his early forties, like Mrs. Lopez, but his hair was completely gray. A thick pink scar stretched across the top of his head. He sat stiffly in place like someone twice his age, even older, and stared off into the distance with blank eyes, his mouth slightly ajar.

      Freddie leaned close to her father and kissed his cheek, which was clean-shaven. Mrs. Lopez and her daughters were clearly keeping up with the man’s hygiene and honoring his dignity. “Hi, Daddy. I want you to meet someone,” she said, rubbing her father’s stooped back.

      You can tell a lot about a girl by how she treats her parents. And this goes double for how she treats her father.

      Suddenly, witnessing that simple act of tenderness and understanding all that it implied, Johnny loved Freddie even more.

      “Daddy,” she said, “this is my friend Johnny.”

      Johnny swiveled around in front of the man.

      Freddie’s dad stared up at him, something coming into his eyes, his mouth dropping open another inch. A sound like a winter wind groaned up out of him.

      Johnny wasn’t going to just stand there grinning like some awkward little boy. Mr. Lopez had been dealt a bad hand, but he was still a man and still deserved his dignity and Johnny’s respect. Johnny reached out and took her father’s hand in his and shook it firmly yet gently, looking the man in the eyes. “It’s good to meet you, sir.”

      Watching from the slider, Mrs. Lopez smiled and wiped at the corners of her eyes.

      Freddie put a hand on her father’s shoulder and smiled. The man moved his gaze with glacial slowness from Johnny to his daughter.

      “Johnny’s a fighter too, Daddy,” Freddie said. “He’s the one I was telling you about, the one I’ve been training with.”

      Mr. Lopez groaned again, and his eyes dragged slowly from Freddie back to Johnny. With great effort, he lifted his hand to Johnny, who shook it again, looking the man in the eye once more.

      Her father nodded, and something passed between the two men—acceptance, Johnny thought, and mutual respect—and Freddie kissed her dad again and led Johnny inside, where they retreated to Freddie and Lennie’s room, a tiny space painted pink and decorated with posters and pics, many of which showed the two sisters with their smiling heads pressed together.

      On one side of the communal dresser towered a tall boxing trophy. Next to this stood a shorter boxing trophy from which hung two medals.

      “Nice,” Johnny said, examining the awards. Reading the plaque on the taller trophy, he said, “Hey, outstanding boxer, any weight class. Pound for pound, huh?”

      Freddie grinned. “That was a good night.”

      He shifted his eyes to the freestanding shelf loaded with shining trophies, most of which displayed little golden women throwing kicks.

      “And these?”

      “My sister’s,” Freddie said, frowning at the trophies. Then she grinned. “She’s always been a showoff. Most of those are from karate tournaments. Lennie kicked major ass point sparring, but she never really loved it. She hungered for full contact. Said point sparring was like drinking non-alcoholic beer. All flash and no real impact.”

      Freddie left the door to her room open, and they watched Sugar Ray Robinson spank Floyd Mayweather, Jr.

      After having watched several Mayweather fights back in his old life and having endured all the hype with Mayweather declaring himself the best ever, it was fun to watch him get schooled by the real pound-for-pound greatest fighter of all time.

      Throughout the mismatch, Freddie’s mom bustled about the apartment, dusting and tidying the already spotless space and, of course, glancing in to make sure Freddie and Johnny were behaving themselves.

      Mrs. Lopez also popped in three different times to ask if she could get Johnny something. The first two times, he politely declined. The third time, he asked for a glass of water.

      He was glad he did. Not so much for the water but for what Mrs. Lopez said as she handed it to him. “Here you go, Johnny,” Freddie’s mom said with a warm smile. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      Life was good.

      And then, a week later, as July went from hot to scorching, with the temperature in the gym climbing past 100 degrees, Marvella looked at Johnny with a slight grin and said, “Well, you’re finally getting what you want, kid. You want to spar a few rounds?”
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      Johnny stood in the corner chomping on his mouthpiece and shaking out his arms as Freddie massaged his shoulders and Marvella whispered in his ear.

      “Nice and easy, kid. Jab, move your head, throw combinations. You go ahead and box like you do, but you hurt him, back off. This ain’t a real fight, and he ain’t Jobbo, you feel me?”

      Johnny nodded, staring across the ring at his opponent, Andre, a tall, rangy guy around his weight who had a few fights. Johnny had seen him around the gym and knew him well enough to nod at. Andre twisted from side to side, holding his long arms out laterally like the rotor blades of a helicopter.

      “Gotta get inside those long arms,” Freddie said. “Slip his jab and go to the body.”

      Johnny nodded, ready to roll.

      The bell rang.

      Johnny and Andre met at the center of the ring, touched gloves, and stepped apart. Then Andre started with the jab.

      He pumped it out, moving laterally, trying to stick to the center of the ring.

      It was a good punch, long and crisp, more annoying than damaging, but a minute into the round, frustration was building in Johnny.

      He was trying to do what Freddie said, trying to slip inside and work, but Andre was too quick. Every time Johnny tried to get inside, that flicking jab was in his face.

      It didn’t hurt, but it blinded him for an instant and interrupted his rhythm, and then Andre was moving again, taller and faster than Johnny, more agile.

      “Don’t just follow,” Marvella called. “Cut off the ring.”

      Johnny responded instantly. Instead of plunging ahead, he stepped forward at an angle, cutting off Andre’s movement.

      Then that quick jab bounced off Johnny’s forehead again.

      As Andre circled away, Johnny realized his attempt to cut off the ring had worked. Sure, Andre had stayed out of the corner with his quick jab and feet… but he had moved in the exact direction Johnny had known he would move.

      Johnny hadn’t done anything because the jab had peppered him again.

      A missed opportunity.

      But that was okay. Because boxing isn’t about waiting for your opponent to make mistakes. It’s about creating those mistakes, creating opportunities, then working your will on your opponent.

      Johnny hurried after his opponent.

      When Andre zipped in the other direction, jabbing, Johnny angled sharply to the right, cutting him off again.

      This time, however, he threw a looping left hook as Andre came back the other way.

      Andre’s jab smacked clean into Johnny’s face, but the hook landed too, thumping off the taller man’s shoulder, and Andre retreated to the ropes.

      “Off the ropes, Dre!” his trainer shouted.

      Johnny surged forward, winging hooks to the body.

      Andre blocked them with his arms and spun away from the ropes, but with that exchange, something fundamental had changed.

      Johnny felt it. And he knew Andre felt it, too.

      Andre was fast and athletic. He juked from side to side, tending a wide gap and pumping the jab, snapping it out, doubling and tripling it, his eyes big and round within the headgear, almost frightened.

      Some of the jabs scored, but at this distance, it was easier to see them coming, so Johnny blocked most of them.

      “That’s it!” Andre’s trainer hollered. “That’s it, Dre. Jab, jab, jab. Beat his ass with that stick.”

      Johnny ticked his head from side to side, slipping the jab, then dipped under it and stepped forward with a right hook to the body.

      The punch thumped off Andre’s midsection. He grunted, hunching with the blow.

      Johnny followed up with a left hook to the body, but Andre caught it on his arm and slipped out in the other direction, his eyes wider than ever.

      The rest of the round, Andre moved quickly, almost frantically, circling rapidly around the ring and throwing flicking jabs without setting himself.

      It was annoying and frustrating. The guy was quick and cautious. His punches didn’t hurt at all, but Johnny knew if this was a real fight, he’d be losing the round.

      He wished he was faster. He wished he had better timing and footwork. And, struggling to catch his breath even during this first round, he wished his endurance was better.

      Andre’s trainer shouted for his fighter to settle down and stick the jab, but the taller fighter was focused on not getting hit again.

      Johnny pushed his frustration from his head and stalked Andre patiently, conserving energy, jabbing from time to time but mostly concentrating on slipping the jabs and trying to cut off the ring.

      At the end of the round, he finally managed to walk him down.

      Again, he cut off the ring in one direction then immediately came back the other way, slipping under Andre’s jab and blocking his escape.

      Their bodies slammed together. Andre pushed away, trying to create space, but Johnny drove him into the ropes and unleashed a four-punch combination.

      The jab split Andre’s guard, jerking his head back. The right grazed his head. The hook smashed into his gloves. And the final punch, another right hand, blew through his gloves and hammered into Andre’s jaw.

      As his fist thudded home, Johnny felt Andre buckle.

      Just like that, the taller man dropped to the canvas.

      Johnny backed off, and the bell rang.

      Andre climbed to his feet, shaking his head.

      “Not bad,” Marvella said, when Johnny went back to the corner. “You earned your respect. Control your breathing.”

      Johnny sucked air.

      Freddie grinned, pulled out his mouthpiece, and gave him a shot of water from the squirt bottle. “Nice work, Johnny. Nice punch.”

      Johnny smiled at her. He felt great, excited and a little winded but calm.

      There’s no feeling like dropping a man doing his best to beat you.

      “You’re getting hit too much,” Marvella said. “Work on your speed. You’re too slow. Be first. His jab ain’t shit, but it’s messing you up. At the end, you slipped him and cut him off. That was all right. If you’re going to slip, counter, you feel me?”

      Johnny nodded.

      “Make him miss, make him pay.” Marvella demonstrated, dipping an invisible jab and countering with a right hand. “You feel me?”

      Johnny nodded again.

      Freddie tapped his headgear. “Breathe, Johnny.”

      He straightened, pulled in a deep breath, and held it for a second before letting it shudder free.

      “He’s gonna be looking for payback,” Marvella said. “Set him straight. Be the boss. Make him miss, make him pay. Make him afraid to punch. Take that jab from him, and you’ll take his heart, too, stick it in your back pocket and pet it whenever you like, you feel me?”

      “Here,” Freddie said, sticking his mouthpiece back in.

      “Your boy okay?” Marvella yelled across the ring. Her raised voice was a harsh rasp. She almost never hollered.

      “He’s good,” the other trainer said, clapping Andre on the shoulder.

      The bell rang.

      Andre rolled his shoulders, thumped his gloves together, and came forward with a determined look in his eyes.

      Stupid.

      Nothing wrong with wanting payback. That was natural. Necessary, even, if you were a real fighter.

      Looking for payback by banging with a heavy-handed opponent, however, was dumb as hell.

      Sometimes, though, guys get so afraid, they’ll do crazy stuff to convince people—including themselves—that they aren’t scared.

      Andre came forward and started winging hooks and crosses, looking to prove whatever he had to prove.

      Mentally, Johnny shrugged. Andre wanted to throw away his advantages and bang, so be it. He squared his shoulders and traded with the guy.

      For a few exciting seconds, they went toe to toe. Johnny loved to mix it up, loved to brawl.

      Andre’s punches smacked into his headgear. They were nothing. This man could not hurt him.

      Then Johnny’s hook walloped Andre in the temple, and the taller man crumpled to the canvas.

      “That’s it for tonight,” Andre’s trainer said, coming through the ropes.

      Johnny gave Andre a hand, and the taller man got woozily to his feet.

      “Good punch, man,” Andre said, shaking his head. “You got real power. Real power.”

      Andre’s trainer clapped Johnny on the shoulder. “Thanks for the work. You were too strong for him tonight. His stupid ass should never have squared up with you. What were you thinking, Dre?”

      Johnny left them to it and went back to his corner.

      Grinning, Freddie held her hand up for a high five.

      Johnny slapped it with his glove.

      Marvella allowed half a smile. “Sloppy. But you were the boss, anyway.”

      Freddie took Johnny’s mouthpiece and held the ropes for him, and they all went down to the main floor, where several fighters and trainers pounded fists with Johnny.

      Marvella unbuckled his chin strap and tugged the headgear off his head. “I’ll get you some good sparring. You keep progressing, I’ll get you on a card sometime in a couple of months.”

      Freddie hip bumped Johnny, beaming at him.

      “Sounds good,” Johnny said.

      “Normally, I like to take it slow, but we got the city championship this December. This year will be your only crack at the novice division. By next year, you’ll have way too many fights. That gives us a few months to get you four fights. That’s not a problem. Guys can rack them up faster than girls. In the general population, females outnumber males three-to-one, but boxing flips the ratio.”

      “Shit, Johnny could have four fights in a week or two.”

      “We’ll see how he does,” Marvella said. “We got time.”

      “Gonna send him to smokers, too?” Freddie asked.

      “Oh yeah,” Marvella said, nodding and tearing the tape from his laces. “Gotta fight in the smokers. You keep sparring like that, kid, I’ll take you to the Dogville Dungeon before you know it. But things are heating up, people gearing up, getting ready to make a run at the city championship. Other gyms will be bringing their new meat here soon enough. Then we’ll see how Johnny stands up to the competition.”
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      As soon as Johnny fell asleep that night, he found himself sitting on the prospectors’ table again.

      Paul and Annabelle smiled at him.

      “There he is!” Paul chimed.

      “Pow!” a grinning Annabelle exclaimed, throwing the most awkward punch Johnny had ever seen. “Knockout!”

      “Hey,” Johnny said. “Did I level up again?”

      “Yes!” they chorused.

      “Cool. Is that a new shirt, Paul?”

      “Indeed it is,” Paul said, smiling with evident pride. The shimmering button-up looked like something out of the disco era. Paul lifted his arms and gave a twirl, looking like a watermelon wrapped in aluminum foil. “Do you like it?”

      Johnny shook his head. “It hurts my eyes.”

      Paul frowned. “I suppose I can’t fault you for your primitive tastes.”

      “Especially not when you’re doing so well, Johnny,” Annabelle said.

      “Good to hear,” Johnny said. “How well?”

      “You’ve quadrupled your subscribers,” Annabelle said, smiling brightly. “People like you. And they like Freddie. But that knockout. That really won them over. Your relives are through the roof, and a bunch of people have bookmarked you.”

      “Which means you’re generating buzz,” Paul said. “We’re starting to earn affiliate money, too. Now, we’ll be able to afford better advertising.”

      “That sparring match, stopping Andre, that’s advertising gold.” Annabelle glanced at her tablet, tapped the screen, and smiled. “It just happened, but it’s already your second-most-relived clip.”

      “Your most frequently relived clip, of course,” a suddenly unsmiling Paul interjected, “is the blowjob. Which brings me to my real question. Dude, why the fuck didn’t you let Sylvia suck you off again?”

      “You heard me, didn’t you? I told Sylvia why.”

      Paul rolled his eyes. “Look, Freddie’s great, but it’s not like you’re married. She won’t even let you kiss her yet.”

      Johnny shrugged. Barely. He wasn’t going to justify himself to this guy in his loud shirt. If subscribers were too impatient to watch a real relationship build, they should stick to porn.

      “I actually agree with Johnny on this one,” Annabelle said. “I’ve been lurking on the web-mind. Sure, you have assholes one-starring you, calling you a pussy, a beta male, calling you wishy washy. But they’re the vocal minority, a small faction of whiny, entitled snowflakes who demand that everything in life go their way. Most people, however, are loving the romance and flirting between you two. The haters just want to get their rocks off. But most people are really enjoying the relationship you’re building with Freddie. I know I am. It makes me wonder what it would have been like, living back in the past, when you could take your time and get to know people.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Paul said, sounding irritated, “but nothing trumps a blowjob. And unless I’m mistaken, anal was on the table, too. Why in the world would you deny that beautiful girl?”

      Johnny just looked at him. Paul already knew why he’d said no. He just didn’t like Johnny’s reason.

      “Shut up, Paul,” Annabelle said. “It’s not like Johnny was cruel. He let her down gently enough.”

      “Why let her down at all?” Paul said. He shimmied around, pumping his narrow hips and making his shirt twinkle. “I would’ve tagged that ass!”

      “Have you ever had a girlfriend?” Johnny said. “Have you ever even liked a girl? A real girl, I mean, one who liked you back?”

      “That is none of your business,” Paul snapped. “And it’s irrelevant. Now, if you—”

      “As soon as you rejected Sylvia,” Annabelle said, glancing at her tablet again, “you lost seven percent of your subscribers.”

      “Exactly,” Paul said. “I almost had a heart attack.”

      “But the next day,” Annabelle said, poking the screen, “your subscribers started climbing again. And the demographics shifted. Prior to the rejection, only 11% of your subscribers were female. That’s normal for a fighting game. But after the rejection and prior to the knockout, 46% of your new signups were female. That is a crazy high percentage of female signups.”

      “Yeah,” Paul said, “but they didn’t make up for all of the subscribers we lost. If it weren’t for the knockout—”

      “Bullshit,” Annabelle said. “Johnny has opened a whole new subscriber funnel. Females are talking on the web-mind. They love you, Johnny. They love the way you treat Freddie. They love the relationship you’re building.” She smiled at him and surprised him by blushing a little. “I misjudged you. That whole kick ass, get laid, repeat mantra really sold you short. In all fairness, we did rescue you from an ill-fated, long-distance booty call, but there’s more to you than just kicking butts and busting nuts.”

      “Thanks, I guess?” Johnny said.

      “We can’t count on females to get us where we want to go,” Paul said. “This recent spike is probably a complete anomaly. I’m guessing the demographics will stabilize at or close to normal fight game gender breakdowns soon. Whatever the case, you have to please your male subscribers. They’re your base, dude.”

      “So guys in the future don’t want relationships?” Johnny asked.

      “I didn’t say that,” Paul said. “But they live their lives on Vicarus, so they’re used to getting their rocks off most days. The novelty of courting your chaste sweetheart will wear off sooner rather than later. Feed them before they get too hungry and go looking someplace else.”

      “There is a simple solution,” Annabelle said. “I understand you not wanting to mess with Sylvia while you’re wrapped up in Freddie. But honestly, you’ve already spent a long time building a relationship with this girl. Now, you just earned a boatload of credits. Why not spend a few, even just one, on hurrying things up with Freddie?”

      Paul grinned nastily from above his ridiculous shirt. “Yeah, Johnny. Make her blow you. That’s what I’d do!”

      “Fuck off, Paul,” Johnny said.

      “Hold on,” Annabelle said, and she shot her partner a withering glance. “I’m not suggesting you force anything on Freddie. Not really. But when you get to the rewards store, look at the options. These things tend to be pretty intuitive. Maybe there will be a ‘first kiss’ selection. If so, what’s the harm in that?”

      “I promised to give Freddie whatever time she needed,” Johnny said. “I won’t rush her to ramp up ratings.”

      Paul groaned. “You’re a boxer, Johnny, not a knight in shining armor. So get off your high horse and stick it in the catgirl’s mouth.”

      Johnny’s hands tightened into fists. “Again, Paul… fuck off.”

      “Everybody take it easy,” Annabelle said. “Look, Johnny. You’re missing the point here. This is a simulation. If you opt to arrange a first kiss with Freddie, you won’t be forcing her to do anything, okay? Even if you took Paul’s admittedly crude advice and chose to arrange sex with Freddie, you wouldn’t be forcing her. The simulation would change. You wouldn’t be pushing a Rape Mouth button. She would want it as much as you. Maybe even more.”

      “Freddie has her reasons for waiting.”

      “Everything would be okay,” Paul said.

      “Do promises mean anything to you people? Or is life just about getting what you want and screw the other guy?”

      “Oh, get out of here with that highhanded idealism,” Paul said. “Now you sound like you’re from all the way back in the 20th century!”

      “Look,” Johnny said. “Promises might not matter to you, but they matter to me. And I’m not going to burn my promise to Freddie and force her to burn her promise to Marvella.”

      “Aren’t you hearing me, Johnny?” Annabelle said. “She wouldn’t even know it. The simulation would change. Marvella wouldn’t even remember demanding the promise, because reality would reconfigure.”

      “But I would remember the promises, and my subscribers would remember.”

      “They wouldn’t care.”

      “You don’t know that. People want more out of life than blowjobs, Paul. Maybe they don’t realize that in the 22nd century, but down deep, they do want more. Because people will always want promises to mean something. They’ll want to make promises and keep them and have promises kept. That’s the foundation of life. You build a life worth living by making commitments to yourself and others, by sticking to those commitments, and by living in trusting relationships where both people help each other.”

      “You’re a bricklayer and a boxer, Johnny, not a philosopher,” Paul said.

      “Thanks for reminding me, buddy. Since we’re spelling things out so clearly, you’re not a philosopher, either. You’re an asshole.”

      “Very funny, Johnny. Look, I’m just trying to help you out here.”

      “No, you’re trying to make more money.”

      “Which is the same thing, in case you missed that glaringly obvious fact.”

      “Not if I have to compromise my life and my character to get ahead.”

      “Oh, please. What happened to the relatively cool guy who got blown away in the rest stop? Now all of the sudden you’re Mr. Perfect?”

      “Hardly.”

      “Don’t lose sight of the goal, Johnny,” Annabelle said. “Ratings and subscribers. Help us with those things, and you’ll be able to build a nice little world. Remember, we aren’t talking about real life here.”

      “To me, we are. And Freddie’s more real to me than you two and all my subscribers put together.”

      “Be that as it may,” Paul said, “the data shows—”

      “We’ll see, Paul. Now, can you hit a button or something and send me to the store? I’m done here.”
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      Welcome to the Vicarus Rewards Store, Current Balance 750 Vicarus Credits.

      Johnny stared at the credit total with amazement.

      First, select your rewards category, the lovely female voice narrated. To begin, touch the interactive menu.

      When the list of options appeared in midair, strobing pink, Johnny noticed a new category.

      Gear

      Juice

      Experiences

      Concierge

      Johnny tapped the new option first, and the voice spoke in the first person as it narrated the luminous text. For a one-time charge, I will serve as your store concierge, answering questions and further explaining choices to the best of my ability: 150 Vicarus Credits.

      Johnny rubbed his jaw. That was pricey, but his last visit had been super frustrating. It was like calling the 22nd century and getting its automated customer service line. And in some cases, his lack of information had kept him from making purchases.

      He stabbed the buy button.

      “You have selected Concierge. Say yes to confirm this purchase, no to return to the Experiences menu, or main menu to return to the main menu.”

      “Yes.”

      “An excellent choice, Mr. Rockledge,” the disembodied voice said, sounding more human. “Please let me know if you have any questions.”

      Johnny thought about that for a second and swung for the fences. “What purchase would most benefit me?”

      “I am not qualified to answer that question, Mr. Rockledge. Please narrow the scope of your inquiry. I am primarily programmed to provide additional information concerning individual choices.”

      “Can you open the Gear choices?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      A second later, his sexy concierge read the submenu aloud.

      Weapons

      Clothing

      Food, Drink & Herbs

      Drugs & Alcohol

      Transportation

      Residential

      Miscellaneous Items & Equipment

      Money

      Johnny ran through the selections.

      Most of the categories included more choices than last time. Some of these things he couldn’t have afforded during his first visit.

      Under Transportation, for example, a motorcycle was available for 400 Vicarus credits. Tempting but unnecessary.

      The conversion rate of 1 Vicarus credit per Fight Town dollar remained the same. This time, he thought he’d probably use more credits as money. Between his daily routine with Freddie, paying Marvella, helping Millie, and paying his upcoming rent, he needed extra cash.

      But first, he would check out his options.

      Out of curiosity, he asked for more information concerning the weapons.

      “Unless otherwise noted,” the voice said, “all weapons are new versions of high quality.”

      “Tell me more,” Johnny said. “For example, what would I get if I bought a shotgun.”

      “Unless otherwise noted,” the voice said, “you would receive a Remington 870 12-gauge Wingmaster.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Would you like to purchase a weapon, sir?”

      “No thanks, um, concierge lady.”

      “Would you like to assign me a name, sir?”

      “Sure,” Johnny said, and for several seconds, he considered names that might match the sexy, sophisticated voice. “Your name is Fiona.”

      “Excellent choice, sir. I am Fiona. How may I further assist you?”

      “I’m wondering about clothing. Some of it offers protection. What does that mean?”

      “A shirt with minor protection would absorb damage from minor attacks such as moderately hard punches and reduce damage from more powerful attacks but wouldn’t help if you were stabbed or shot or struck by a train. After absorbing a certain amount of damage—a dozen moderately hard punches, for instance—the shirt loses its protective qualities.”

      “What about the ones with moderate and significant protection?”

      “They operate in much the same way, but the shirt with moderate protection will absorb damage from hard punches or a slicing attack from a knife or most blunt instrument trauma, such as attacks with saps or baseball bats.”

      “That could come in handy.”

      “A shirt with significant protection would absorb the damage from a single gunshot or knife attack.”

      The shirt with significant protection would be nice, Johnny thought, but it cost 300 Vicarus credits, and so far, he hadn’t so much as seen weapons in Fight Town.

      Still, he was glad he’d asked. Down the road, things in Fight Town could always take a dark turn.

      “Would you like to purchase any clothing, sir?”

      “No thanks, Fiona. Thankfully, I’m not in Philly anymore. Let’s have a look at the other categories.”

      Last time the Residential category had been empty. This time an interesting choice appeared.

      Nice, 2-bedroom motel suite, one year rental: 500 Vicarus credits.

      “How nice is nice?” he asked.

      “Quite nice, sir,” Fiona responded. “Nine hundred freshly remodeled square feet with a kitchenette and a common area.”

      “This would be in the Oasis?”

      “Yes, sir. On the first floor.”

      “Hmm.” Again, he was tempted. It would be nice to have a cool place, and it offered a lot, especially when he considered that the annual cost of his current rent would convert to 360 Vicarus credits.

      So, for 140 credits, not much more than 10 extra bucks per month, he could get a spiffy place with an extra bedroom, a living room, and a kitchenette.

      Which felt like a no-brainer.

      But since he had no idea when he would visit this store again, he was less concerned with value and more concerned with results. And quite simply, he needed a stat boost more than a sweet pad.

      He scanned Food, Drink & Herbs.

      “Is the cult food from the Vicarus store any better than I can buy in Fight Town?”

      “No, sir,” Fiona said. “It is of the same quality.”

      “All right.” He made a mental list and moved on.

      He barely skimmed Drugs & Alcohol.

      Last time he’d bought a six-pack. These days, however, he wasn’t much interested in catching a buzz. He hadn’t become one of those intolerable people who shrieks in a brittle voice full of false and desperate enthusiasm, “I’m high on life!” But he was feeling pretty good as-is and didn’t have the time or interest to tie one on. Besides, most nights, it was all he could do to eat and shower before passing out.

      Entering the Healing category of the Juice menu, he saw the same categories as last time.

      Minor Healing: 4 Vicarus Credits

      Moderate Healing: 20 Vicarus Credits

      Complete Healing: 100 Vicarus Credits

      “Would Minor Healing be on par with zip?”

      “Yes, sir. It will heal minor injuries, even some breaks and internal damage, and speed up your natural healing process.”

      “I thought so. What about Moderate Healing?”

      “Moderate Healing will heal a major wound like a gunshot or puncture wound, even a broken spine or fractured skull.”

      “Sounds like the sort of thing that if you need it, you need it then.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What is it, a pill?”

      “No, sir. It’s handled server side. To initiate healing, you simply give a mental command.”

      “Handy.”

      Yes, sir. Would you like to purchase Moderate Healing?”

      “Yeah, I’ll take one of those and half a dozen units of Minor Healing.”

      “An excellent selection, sir.”

      His available balance dropped to 556 Vicarus credits.

      He didn’t expect to need Complete Healing, but then he thought of something. “Can I use these healing units on someone else?”

      “No, sir. I do apologize, but these healing units are solely for your personal healing.”

      Damn. It would’ve been great to heal Freddie’s dad. Marvella, too, for that matter.

      He opened the Modifiers subcategory. The choices were the same as last time.

      10-minute Juice Boost, 5%: 20 Vicarus Credits

      3-minute Agility Stat Boost, 25%: 10 Vicarus Credits

      3-minute Chin Stat Boost, 25%: 10 Vicarus Credits

      3-minute Endurance Stat Boost, 25%: 10 Vicarus Credits

      3-minute Power Stat Boost, 25%: 10 Vicarus Credits

      3-minute Speed Stat Boost, 25%: 10 Vicarus Credits

      3-minute Strength Stat Boost, 25%: 10 Vicarus Credits

      10-minute Recovery to Full Juice: 20 Vicarus Credits

      “Do you mentally initiate these temporary boosts, too?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And they only start you at the enhanced number, right?”

      “Yes, sir. Your abilities will degrade in step with taxation.”

      “And at the end of the 10 minutes?”

      “You will return to your natural stats minus however much juice you spent.”

      “And what if I spent more juice than I had naturally?”

      “Unconsciousness, sir.”

      That would be a bummer in the middle of a fight.

      He switched to the Points subcategory. Once again, he saw the same options he’d seen last time.

      +1 Permanent Agility Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits

      +1 Permanent Chin Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits

      +1 Permanent Endurance Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits

      +1 Permanent Power Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits

      +1 Permanent Speed Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits

      +1 Permanent Strength Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits

      “Question, Fiona. Why no Heart Stat option?”

      “Your heart stat is already maxed out, sir.”

      “So I can’t go above 100? Not even temporarily?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Can other people?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Same goes for the other stats? So the hardest puncher in the world has a power stat of 100?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Interesting. So guys like Mike Tyson, George Foreman, or Ernie Shavers only have a power stat of 100?”

      “Correct, sir. Though I might also point out that a power stat score of 100 would represent the hardest puncher in this world, not your former reality. Imagine George Foreman after years of cultivation, a strict cultivation diet, every possible juice boost, the benefit of cultivation bling, and the assistance of top-notch juice cultivation experts.”

      “Like Reina?”

      “Yes, sir. Needless to say, George Foreman would punch much harder after receiving those benefits.”

      “And that represents a score of 100 here?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What about back on my old world? What would Mike Tyson’s power score have been in his prime?”

      “92, sir. Shall I provide examples to represent the other categories?”

      “No, that’s all right.” He understood that the top fighters here would be faster than Roy Jones, Jr., more agile than Vasiliy Lomachenko, stronger than Sonny Liston, better conditioned than Marvin Hagler, and couldn’t be knocked out with a sledgehammer.

      “What’s the highest power stat in the light heavyweight division?”

      “93, sir.”

      He whistled. “Hell of a score for a 175-pounder. He hits harder than prime Tyson back in my old world?”

      “Yes, sir. Harder than anyone back in your old world.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Darius Monroe, the professional light heavyweight champion of the world.”

      Johnny committed that to memory and switched to the Experiences category, which had a new offering: A Fortuitous Meeting.

      Toggling through those he could meet, he saw Lou from the Diner, Mr. Trongo, Donna Queen, and a radiant woman whose beaming smile and bright green eyes crackled with vitality.

      “Who’s that?”

      “That is Reina, sir.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He remembered Freddie going on about how beautiful the Juice Queen was. She wasn’t kidding.

      “What does A Fortuitous Meeting mean, exactly?”

      “If you purchase this experience, you will soon meet this person, and a positive opportunity will arise from that interaction. I’m afraid I can’t be more specific than that, sir.”

      Again, very tempting. But at 550 Vicarus credits, one of these encounters would practically wipe him out.

      Would it be worth it?

      Trongo and Donna Queen could obviously provide major advantages in boxing. But at this stage, he didn’t need those sorts of advantages, right?

      What about Reina? What would she do?

      “Would Reina increase my juice?”

      “I apologize, sir, but I can say no more on this matter.”

      He glanced at the long list of sexual experiences available to him. While he would have enjoyed sharing many of these with Freddie—and he couldn’t help but linger over the notion of a threesome with Freddie and her twin sister—he stuck to his guns.

      He and Freddie were doing fine on their own, thank you very much.

      To hell with Paul.

      “Would you like to purchase any experiences, sir?”

      Looking back over the experiences, he said, “Yes.”

      “A sexual experience, sir?” Fiona purred.

      “Nope. I’d like to splurge and spend 1 Vicarus credit on Pet a Three-Legged Dog in a Bar.”

      Fiona surprised him by laughing. “Excellent, sir.”

      His balance dropped to 549 credits.

      “Let’s go back to the Juice menu, and I’ll boost some stats.”

      “A commendable plan, sir.”

      Once again, he looked over his six options, weighing the pros and cons of each.

      Then something occurred to him. He’d been training hard, meditating, and eating and drinking cult choices.

      “Could I see my current stats before I choose?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      A second later, his stats appeared. Fiona narrated.

      

      Fighter: Johnny Rockledge 

      Age: 21 

      Height: 6’0” 

      Weight: 180 pounds

      Reach: 76 inches 

      Total Juice: 493

      Total Juice minus Heart: 393  

      Agility: 52 

      Chin: 79 

      Endurance: 57 

      Heart: 100 

      Power: 74 

      Speed: 61 

      Strength: 70

      

      “Awesome!” Johnny threw a combination in the air. His agility, speed, and strength stats had all improved by a point, and his endurance had gone up by four points.

      “Yes, sir. Your hard work and new lifestyle are paying off. Endurance gained the most, thanks to your intense training and, of course, your starting stat, which was, if I may be frank, less than stellar.”

      “Fiona,” Johnny laughed, “did you just bust on me?”

      “Perhaps, sir. A little.”

      “Heh. All right. Well, I’m going to spend 500 Vicarus credits on boosting stats and convert the remaining 49 credits into cold, hard cash.”

      “A prudent choice, sir.”

      “Thanks. Now, I just have to decide which stats to improve. Any advice?”

      “Yes, in fact, I do have some advice: choose wisely, sir.”

      “You’re turning into a regular comedian, Fiona. Hmm. Last time, I weighed my options and played it smart. I figured throwing a point into agility was smart.”

      “I would concur, sir. Would you like to purchase additional agility points now? Doing so would benefit your defense.”

      “True,” Johnny said, “but I didn’t earn all these Vicarus credits by slipping punches. I earned them by dropping Andre.”

      “Will you boost your power again, then, sir?”

      “Yeah. A little. I’d love to dump all five points into power. I mean, that’s what I want to do.”

      “But you have other plans, sir?”

      Johnny nodded. “I hated being slower than Andre. Imagine a whole fight going that way. How frustrating would it be to get patty-caked to death and lose every round without landing a punch?”

      “That would be most frustrating, sir.”

      Johnny nodded. “I need to be faster. I’ll put 1 point into power, 1 into agility, and 3 into speed.”
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      The bag hopped, chains jangling, as Johnny hammered it with powerful combinations.

      Marvella watched, her expression blending boredom and contempt.

      Johnny was sucking wind. He’d been in the gym for an hour and a half, working hard, and this was his sixth round on the heavy bag.

      His arms were heavy, and his lungs were burning.

      He’d pushed it like never before, pumped by his new agility, power, and speed.

      Especially the speed.

      Turned out that three points of speed was a lot. It felt awesome, snapping out fast punches, especially in combinations.

      Which explained why he was so winded.

      All that speed had jazzed him up, tricking him into exhausting himself.

      But he was going to finish strong, even if he couldn’t breathe.

      Not just because he always pushed hard. Also because he was bound and determined to earn a compliment from his stoic trainer.

      All through the workout, everyone in the gym had noticed his new speed. From the time he started shadowboxing, he felt them staring.

      Everyone, that is, except Marvella.

      Mostly, she’d ignored him.

      Which was fine. She was spending most of her time with Freddie, whose fight was rapidly approaching.

      But when Marvella did limp over and watch him work, she looked at him like he was a wad of bloody gauze in a dusty corner.

      The thirty-second buzzer rang.

      Johnny dug deep, pounding the bag with all he had, rocking his shoulders, smashing straight shots with full extension, one-two, one-two, one-two, like he’d pinned a dazed opponent on the ropes and was going all out to finish him.

      He dipped to the side, threw a double hook to the body, then brought a third hook to the head, followed with a short right, then finished the round with a series of wild but powerful uppercuts all aimed at chin level, crushing his imaginary opponent.

      The bell rang and Johnny bent over gasping for air.

      “Sloppy,” Marvella growled from behind him. “Stand up straight. Expand your lungs. You need to build up your wind.”

      Johnny straightened and scowled at her but said nothing.

      She was his trainer, not his buddy. It wasn’t his place to talk back. And besides, she was right. He’d winged those uppercuts, exposing himself, and despite all his hard work, his endurance still sucked.

      But what about the rest?

      What about his new speed?

      Even his agility and power had noticeably increased.

      So why did Marvella look disgusted?

      “Where’d you get the boost?” she said.

      “Huh?”

      “Ain’t nobody gets that quick overnight without a juice boost. Where’d you get it? No way a dishwasher can afford the real deal.”

      It was an awkward moment.

      Johnny had never been much of a liar. You want to live a good life, just tell the truth and deal with any consequences immediately. Otherwise, you end up living a lie and feeding the irrationality and unrealistic expectations of those around you.

      But he couldn’t tell Marvella the truth because that would mean mentioning the game, and Paul and Annabelle had made that stipulation very clear.

      If he mentioned the game, Vicarus would hurt him.

      “I didn’t get a boost,” he half-lied. “Things are just clicking, I guess.”

      “Just clicking, huh?”

      He nodded, looking straight into her good eye.

      “Well, kid, you get impatient and want things to click again, stay away from black market boosts, you feel me?”

      She nodded across the room to where Rico had a new guy swatting the double-end bag. Gloria stood a short distance away, surrounded by a handful of the old dudes who always seemed to hang around the gym.

      “Some trainers,” Marvella said, “they push their guys to boost up, hook them up with black market dudes, up their stats on the cheap. Don’t play with that shit, Johnny, you feel me? People get all fucked up. Go blind, start getting seizures, die. Black market boosts are bad shit, you feel me?”

      He nodded.

      “You’re hungry. I see that. And there ain’t nothing wrong with being hungry. You gotta be, gotta stay hungry, you want to stay in the game. Just don’t let your hunger eat you up.”

      He nodded.

      “Be patient, kid. Everybody says there’s no free rides in Fight Town. I’ll tell you something else. There ain’t many shortcuts, either. You gotta put in the time, develop yourself. Your body, your mind, your skills. Everything together, you feel me? What good’s all that power if your feet can’t get you close enough to touch your man? What good’s a little extra speed if it takes ten years off your life? Sometimes, you gotta wait.”

      He wanted to tell her the truth because he knew she didn’t believe him. But he just nodded. “I got you.”

      “Go get sparring gear and a drink of water,” she said. “Take the round and meet me at the ring, kid.”

      Johnny returned the bag gloves to the gear closet and picked out a cup and some headgear.

      The communal headgear was still damp with another fighter’s sweat.

      Someday, when he got some money ahead, he’d buy his own headgear like Freddie did.

      Speaking of Freddie and her headgear, he looked up as she climbed the ring steps for her last pre-fight sparring session.

      Her opponent, Juanita Bolivar, was a red-haired, 119-pound foxgirl with a dozen open-class bouts, most of them wins.

      Johnny’s heart sped up, seeing Freddie slip through the ropes.

      Come on, Freddie, he thought. You got this.

      He slipped into the cup then went to Jimmy’s window and asked for sparring gloves.

      Jimmy took his time, distracted by a soap opera on TV, so by the time Johnny turned around, Freddie and Juanita stood with their trainers talking at the center of the ring like two opponents before a fight where the ref hadn’t bothered to show.

      Johnny slung the sparring gloves over one shoulder, grabbed his mouthpiece, and headed for the water fountain.

      “Looking sharp tonight, buddy,” Jobbo said from where he shadowboxed in his winter coat and cap.

      By way of some reverse miracle, the journeyman had regained a ton of weight since his fight at the Arena.

      Freddie, prophet to this reverse miracle, had predicted Jobbo would.

      But how the hell had the guy beefed up so much in so short a time?

      “I see you’re suiting up,” Jobbo said. “You want some work?”

      “Yeah, I’m sparring.”

      “When you gonna get in the ring with me again?”

      “As soon as Marvella gives me the green light. I’m ready anytime.”

      Jobbo laughed. “We’ll see about that, buddy. You let me know, all right?”

      They pounded fists.

      Johnny got a drink, savoring the cold water on his parched throat, then rinsed off his mouthpiece and ambled over to ringside, where he clutched the mouthpiece in his teeth, watching Freddie spar the foxgirl and rewrapping his hands, which had loosened up over the course of the workout.

      Freddie and Juanita clashed in a blur of punches, their colorful tails jutting up and quivering like furry flags shaking in the wind.

      Freddie’s hands were gloved lightning, faster even than the foxgirl’s, but Juanita’s defense was superhuman. She hung in the pocket, slipping and dipping, slick enough to pick off Freddie’s body shots on the points of her elbows.

      Neither woman was landing much.

      Freddie was getting off first, keeping Juanita on her heels. The Fox Port fighter threw counters and made a few spirited attacks, but Freddie had height and reach on her, and her feet were as quick as her hands.

      Some of Juanita’s punches were connecting but not cleanly. The pro was less concerned with hitting and more concerned with not getting hit.

      Rolling the sweaty wraps over his hands, Johnny turned his fists to stone. Wet wraps always go on tighter.

      Up in the ring, the two fighters broke apart and Juanita started circling. Freddie pursued her, throwing fast jabs, but Juanita’s head movement was too quick.

      At the bell, the foxgirl timed Freddie, slipped her jab, and rocked Freddie’s head back with a stiff counter jab.

      It was the only decent punch of the round, which Freddie would’ve lost if it were being judged.

      “Get up here,” Marvella told Johnny.

      He climbed the stairs.

      “Take her mouthpiece and give her some water.”

      Freddie came over and stood in the corner with her arms on the top rope. There was no sitting down between rounds during sparring. That was only in fights.

      Freddie was breathing hard, but after Johnny plucked her mouthpiece and rinsed it off over the bucket and gave her a squirt of water, Freddie got her breathing under control.

      She was laser-focused on Marvella, who patted Freddie’s shoulder and showed her first smile of the night. “Nice work, Freddie. How you feel?”

      “Good—but she’s too fast.”

      “That’s cause you’re headhunting, baby. Forget the head, you feel me? All you gotta do is touch her with your jab, all right? Jab at the chest. She can’t move that so fast as her head.”

      Freddie nodded.

      Johnny gave her another shot of water.

      “You got one job this round, baby,” Marvella told Freddie. “Jab the body. Slow her foxy ass down.”

      Freddie nodded. Johnny put her mouthpiece back in.

      She grinned at him, looking cute but ridiculous in her headgear. “Anks, Yonny,” she said through her mouthpiece.

      He clapped her sweaty arm. It was hot to the touch. “Jab the body,” he echoed.

      The bell rang.

      This round went better. Just as Marvella said, Freddie had a lot more luck jabbing to the body.

      But after Freddie landed it a few times, Juanita adapted.

      Johnny saw it happen, saw Juanita take a jab to the chest, dance away, and climb onto her bicycle.

      The whole dynamic of the sparring match changed in an instant. It was like a chess match when one opponent makes a breakthrough and sends a pawn-storm toward a castled king.

      Earlier, Juanita had been outslicking Freddie and using her defense to set up counterpunches.

      Freddie’s jab to the body had solved that puzzle, so Juanita adjusted, dancing away and flicking jabs, never setting long enough to give or take anything serious.

      The bell rang.

      It was Freddie’s round.

      “Better,” Marvella told Freddie, who still wasn’t winded.

      The trainer turned to Johnny. “What do you think, kid? What should Freddie do this round?”

      “Stick to the plan,” Johnny said. “Jab to the body but cut off the ring.”

      Marvella nodded, offering another rare smile. “Good advice, kid. Freddie, give it a shot, all right? Only this time, you land the jab, drop the right on her. I’m talking pop-pop, okay? Jab to the chest, right to the head. One on top of the other. Pop-pop. Put that hand speed to work, baby, you feel me?”

      Freddie nodded, grinning.

      Johnny was crazy about her.

      And proud of her, too, when the bell rang, and she put the plan into action.

      Freddie stalked the smaller fighter, jabbing at the chest, and managed to cut off the ring a few times.

      This threw off Juanita’s rhythm. Whenever that happened, she set her feet and threw a quick flurry then spun away and danced back to the center of the ring.

      “What’s foxy doing?” Marvella asked him without taking her eyes off the match.

      “Freddie’s jab’s messing her up. But whenever Freddie cuts off the ring, Juanita sets her feet and throws a fast combo. Just light punches. But they’re enough to stop Freddie, make her cover up. Then Juanita slips out the side door.”

      Marvella nodded. “Good eyes, kid. Now, what should Freddie do about it?”

      Johnny thought for a few seconds. As he pondered her question, the scenario played out again.

      Freddie cut off the ring. Juanita jarred to a stop, fired a dozen slapping shots, and spun away from the ropes.

      “Freddie needs to punch while Juanita’s punching,” Johnny said. “Instead of covering up when Juanita flurries, she needs to keep punching. She hits harder than Juanita.”

      This earned another smile from Marvella. “That’s right. Freddie’s used to being the slick one, used to girls chasing her. But now she’s doing the chasing. She’s not used to being the aggressor. Now, she gets what she wants, she’s not sure how to finish it, you feel me? Like she probably understands she has what she wants right in front of her, but she freezes up for a second, and it’s gone.”

      For the first time, Marvella looked away from the match and her good eye stared straight at Johnny. “Freddie’s ring name is Fearless, but that poor girl is full of fear, you feel me?”

      He nodded.

      “I keep telling her she’s got nothing to be afraid of,” the trainer said. “You feel me?”

      Johnny nodded.

      “You agree, kid? You agree she’s got nothing to worry about?”

      And suddenly Johnny realized they were talking about more than boxing. Marvella was protecting Freddie outside the ring, too.

      “I agree,” Johnny said. “She has nothing to worry about. She should go for it. She won’t regret it.”

      Marvella nodded, returning her attention to the fighters. “I don’t yell so good. Holler at your girl. Tell her to punch with her.”

      Johnny cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Punch with her, Freddie! Don’t cover up. She throws, you throw. She’s right in front of you.”

      A few seconds later, the 30-second buzzer rang.

      Freddie cut off the ring. Juanita started to flurry.

      Instead of covering up, Freddie tucked her chin and threw her own punches.

      Both fighters landed shots, but Freddie got the best of it.

      Juanita finally extricated herself and spent the remaining seconds racing around the ring, staying well away from Freddie, who had solved her puzzle.

      For tonight, anyway.

      But Juanita was talented and experienced. Before they sparred again, she would switch things up.

      Because that’s what good fighters did, Johnny was coming to realize. They were more than just stats and luck.

      Good fighters adapted between fights.

      The best fighters even adapted during fights.

      The bell rang, the girls touched gloves, and Juanita left the ring as Freddie’s next opponent, a sturdy 132-pounder with a few fights came through the ropes.

      “Not bad,” Marvella told Freddie. “Good adjustment at the end.”

      Freddie grinned at Johnny. She was feeling good, he knew. Her weight was on point, and she’d just bested a more experienced opponent.

      He smiled back and gave her some water.

      “Now this next girl,” Marvella said. “She’s not so slick but she can punch a little bit.”
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      The next few days flew by.

      On Marvella’s orders, Freddie started slacking off at the gym, but she still got up to run and train with Johnny.

      He loved it but told her to do what she had to do. The last thing he wanted was her overtraining on fight week, missing sleep, and not being ready for her big match.

      “Don’t worry about me, Johnny,” Freddie said. “It’s sweet, but I’m good. Day of the fight, I’ll sleep in a bit. Other than that, though, I want to stick to our schedule. Besides, I don’t want you to get impatient and start looking for a new partner.”

      “No chance. You and me, Freddie. All the way to the top, right?”

      Freddie beamed. “Right. Champs together.”

      Johnny’s training went in the opposite direction. Marvella worked him harder than ever, especially in the ring. If he kept pushing, kept progressing, she would get him on a fight card the following month.

      Monday night, he sparred three rounds with Malik, an open-class middleweight.

      Malik was fast and cracked pretty good for a 165-pounder. He definitely out-landed Johnny, but Johnny hung in there and had a few good moments. His biggest problems were his agility, defensive liabilities, and endurance.

      Between the second and third round, sucking wind, he triggered his 3-minute Endurance Stat Boost, 25%. It made a huge difference, removing Johnny’s second opponent—fatigue—and allowing him to match his skills with Malik’s.

      The middleweight still won the round, but Johnny landed his share and made the open-class fighter back up. When the final bell rang, despite having lost, he felt triumphant.

      And deeply, deeply exhausted when the boost wore off a few seconds later.

      It was all he could do to get down the steps.

      But he was still pumped. Because over time, he would build up his conditioning, speed, agility, and skills. His confidence surged. He had hung with an open-class fighter.

      Tuesday night, he sparred with a light-heavyweight novice visiting from a gym in another neighborhood.

      “This is different,” Marvella told Johnny as she smoothed Vaseline over his face. “You feel it?”

      He nodded.

      “This boy’s coming from enemy territory. He comes in here, looking to piss in your gym, you feel me? You and this kid, you might end up fighting someday. It ain’t war. I’m not saying it’s war. But let’s give him something to remember you by.”

      Johnny chomped down on his mouthpiece and breathed in deeply through his nostrils. He felt good. Excited.

      Normally, Marvella stressed the importance of sparring etiquette. You hurt somebody, you backed off, let them recover.

      But tonight, with this guy coming in from Tiger Square, it was different.

      Johnny rolled his shoulders, feeling free.

      The bell rang.

      Fifteen seconds into the first round, Johnny broke the kid’s nose with a power jab.

      Marvella told him to back off, and he did, but when the other guy came charging in, a bloody snarl splitting the delta of gore draining from his ruined nose, Johnny threw a short right and put the kid on his ass.

      That was enough for the Tiger Square crew.

      “Stay in the ring,” Marvella told Johnny.

      Next, Johnny sparred Clarence, a smaller 8th Street heavyweight with a few fights who hoped to win the novice city championship this December then get serious and cut down to cruiserweight for the open class and beyond.

      “Boy’s got you by thirty pounds,” Marvella whispered before the match, “but he’s soft. Move on him. Make him burn up gas chasing you, you feel me? Use your jab, then go to the body. He don’t like it in the breadbasket.”

      “Let’s see a little razzle dazzle, Johnny,” Freddie said with a grin.

      Clarence could punch but he was slow. Johnny stuck to the outside, working his jab and keeping the angle on him.

      Every time Clarence turned to square up with him, Johnny threw a long right to the bigger man’s body.

      These shots landed with authority. Johnny’s fist sunk into the man’s soft gut like he was beating on old heavy bag with loose stuffing.

      Marvella was right.

      Clarence hunched with every body shot. He got slower and slower, and by the end of the session, Johnny was able to go upstairs, tacking on a hook and a second right hand before getting outside again.

      He won all three rounds. Things were really coming together.

      Meanwhile, life outside the gym was great.

      He loved his time with Freddie. Running still sucked, but he told himself every run built up his endurance, which he needed for fighting.

      He applied the same logic to all sorts of things, from lifting stuff at work to running up the steps to his room at the Oasis to paying extra for cult coffee and cult food each morning.

      Fierce competitors that they were, Johnny and Freddie both got better at chess, going back and forth with wins and draws, though Johnny usually edged her out.

      During meditation, Freddie spent less time coaching him and more time readying her mind and body for the upcoming fight.

      Johnny dove into his grid and got busy clearing streets with all the workmanlike doggedness he’d built up mixing mortar, hammering out the mixer, and laying brick.

      Each day he opened more of his grid. Usually, he found the obstruction and simply crushed it, using his will like a wrecking ball. As the week went on, he found he was able to strengthen the flow of juice on any given street and use that streaming torrent to blow through minor obstructions.

      After these small victories, he rewarded himself by stealthily opening one eye and staring in near awe at his partner as she meditated.

      Freddie was beautiful. Tough, too. Smart, reliable, funny, and kind. She was the perfect match for him both as a training partner and, he hoped, much more beside.

      With every passing day, he grew crazier about her. And unless he was delusional, she felt the same way.

      But she was focused on her fight now. Had to be, with so much on the line.

      If she won, she might get an offer that could change her whole life.

      So he kept showing up and training with her but didn’t push the romance.

      Of course, he still stared in wonder while she sat there meditating, her beautiful face pink in the light of the rising sun.

      With Lennie away in training camp, Freddie and Johnny started eating breakfast in her room, watching and analyzing old fight tapes.

      Freddie’s mom insisted Freddie leave her bedroom door open, obviously not trusting the two of them.

      Which was kind of weird, like they were a pair of horny high school kids or something, but secretly, Johnny was thankful for it.

      Because despite his promises and best intentions, resisting the urge to throw himself at Freddie was getting harder and harder.

      As was he.

      So they left the door open, and Johnny minded his manners, took plenty of cold showers, and converted his deferred desire into extra aggression at the gym, where he trained like a maniac, punching faster and harder than ever.

      Work was work. Nobody enjoys washing dishes for a living, but he liked the diner and his coworkers and Lou, and the work was simple, leaving his mind and body fully intact for the gym.

      With the money he’d gotten from the Vicarus store, he paid his next month’s rent early, shocking Lucinda to the point that she almost forgot to disparage him, remembering only as he was leaving the office to shout after him, “Don’t look so pleased with yourself, kid. Everybody pays their rent. Otherwise, they’re out on their ass. Just like you’ll be if I don’t get my next 30 dollars on time!”

      Millie continued tending to his laundry, including hand-washing his wraps, and leaving him amazing origami creatures, which he kept in one dresser drawer, assembling quite the little menagerie. Meanwhile, he continued to tip her outrageously, hoping it would help her get onto her feet—and out of the dumpster.

      Whenever he went to work, the mousegirl slipped into his room and went above and beyond servicing it. The place practically shined.

      And every night when he came back from the gym, he could see she had been in his room yet again. The room was tidied all over, the bed was turned down, and a little mint sat on his pillow atop a short, sweet note wishing him a good night.

      It was honestly kind of nice.

      Unfortunately, every few nights, he heard her banging around in the dumpster again.

      The sound came to him indistinctly, like the discordant beat of a drum echoing through the fog of a fading dream. He’d lie awake for several seconds, hearing her thump around. Each time, he told himself to get up and look out the window; but he was too tired. He needed every second of whatever sleep he could get.

      Things had been going great. Especially sparring.

      He was looking forward to having a real fight.

      He was also excited for the smokers, unsanctioned amateur bouts that allowed newer fighters to get experience without racking up fights and exiting the novice ranks too quickly.

      There were guys, Marvella had explained after Johnny had whipped the Tiger Square kid and Clarence, that fought in smokers every week for a couple of years, avoiding sanctioned bouts to have more than one crack at the city championship because winning that could open up huge opportunities with big-time managers.

      “So even in the novice division you can run into fighters with fifty fights?”

      “Fifty, a hundred, who knows?” Marvella said. “Which is why the first rule of boxing remains the same.”

      “Protect yourself at all times.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Doesn’t seem quite fair.”

      “Fair,” she laughed. “Are you a boxer or a boy scout?”

      “A boxer.”

      She nodded. “You gonna fight, you can’t afford to pretend, you feel me? Like, you know the way it is, that’s the way it is. You gotta adapt, gotta do what you gotta do to win. That’s why you’ll be fighting in these smokers, too. You need as much experience as you can get. Only an asshole fights by rules everybody else bends.”

      Ironically, the very next day, he learned exactly what Marvella was talking about.
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      Wednesday night a trainer from Wolf Town brought half a dozen fighters to the 8th Street Gym, looking for some work.

      Which was normal enough, of course.

      Fighters sparred their own, then got work in other gyms, then fought in a mix of novice bouts and smokers, all in the name of building up to open-class fights and eventually the big leagues, the pros, where a man could die or make a fortune, all with his hands and his heart.

      What wasn’t normal was the tall loudmouth in the shimmering blue track suit who swaggered through the door howling, “Wolf Pack Boxing, baby! Instigating and dominating!”

      Which was annoying… and disrespectful, Johnny thought, though he was working too hard to pay much attention.

      Johnny had been in the gym for an hour and a half, training his ass off, pushing it hard despite the extreme heat. Freddie had stopped in earlier but headed home to take it easy since she had a fight the next day.

      “Y’all better wake up!” the loudmouth from Wolf Town shouted across the gym, “cause the real fighters are here now!”

      The 30-second buzzer sounded.

      Johnny fought through his fatigue and finished his final round on the heavy bag with a flurry of heavy shots, wishing he could slug the loudmouth, who was tall but looked around his weight.

      The bell rang, and Johnny stripped off the bag gloves and started toward Marvella, who stood at the front of the gym, talking to the Wolf Town trainer, an old, skinny dude missing half of one pointy ear.

      “Four novices, two open-class fighters,” the guy was saying. “You got any work for us?”

      “Easy work!” the loud guy barked.

      Marvella squinted at him then looked to the trainer. “Novices, huh? That one there, the one with the mouth?”

      “He’s 3-0,” the trainer said. “Still a novice.”

      “Novice, my ass. I’ve seen that kid in smokers for the last year. If he doesn’t have twenty fights, I’ll eat my cane.”

      The Wolf Town trainer grinned and spread his hands. “The books is the books. You know how it is, Marvella.”

      “Oh, I know how it is. You’re always looking for an edge, Willis.”

      “Hey, this is boxing. Everybody’s always looking for an edge. Now you got any work for us or what?”

      Marvella half-turned and saw Johnny standing there, and in that instant, he understood she was thinking of matching him with the big mouth.

      He nodded.

      Marvella blinked at him, then turned back to the trainer. “Yeah, I got a light-heavy for you.”

      “Woo!” the loud guy shouted. He grinned, stuck out his tongue, and made a spanking motion.

      His teammates cracked up.

      “All right,” the Wolf Town trainer said, ignoring his fighter. “I got a middleweight and a light-heavy with me. Maybe do some round robin?”

      “Sounds good,” Marvella said.

      She pounded fists with the trainer and led Johnny over to the mats by the mirror.

      “Get a drink and rewrap your hands,” Marvella said. “I’ll be back. I gotta talk to Jimmy for a minute.”

      Somebody punched Johnny’s shoulder lightly.

      Johnny turned and tensed.

      It was Jobbo, sweating like a pig in his winter getup. He smiled, showing his missing tooth. “Do me a favor, buddy, and shut this motherfucker’s mouth, all right?”

      Jobbo held out a ham-sized fist.

      Johnny smiled back and pounded his fist. “Will do.”

      “Ward-style!” Jobbo said and drifted away.

      Johnny’s smile lingered.

      That was the power of neighborhood, he supposed. He and Jobbo were destined to kick the shit out of each other sometime in the near future. But this loudmouth was from Wolf Town, while Johnny and Jobbo were both from the Ward. So tonight, at least, they were in the same corner.

      It reminded him of life with his brothers. Growing up, they were always fighting, always knocking it over stupid shit.

      But woe to anyone who fucked with one of the Rockledge boys, because if you fucked with one Rockledge, you fucked with all six brothers.

      That was family.

      And here in Fight Town, apparently, that was neighborhood.

      Johnny hit the water fountain. He was tired, but he could dig deep to teach this loudmouth a lesson.

      The guy was laughing now, dancing in front of his teammates and shouting about how good he was. You would’ve thought, based on his smack talk, that he was the undisputed professional champion of the world.

      But he was a novice, just like Johnny.

      Even though the loud bragging was annoying, Johnny didn’t mind it. In his experience, guys who felt the need to shout and strut were usually cowards at heart.

      Let the guy holler.

      They’d see how much shit he talked after taking a hook to the liver.

      The loudmouth was two or three inches taller than Johnny. He unzipped his jacket, threw it aside, and flexed, his long arms rippling with wiry muscle.

      His white-and-red T-shirt read, YES, IT’S REALLY ME!!!

      Eyeing the shirt, Johnny thought, Just get inside those long arms and hit him in the ME.

      The loudmouth shuffled in front of his teammates; his long, bushy tail held very erect, his tall, pointy ears leaning aggressively forward. He threw out a combo of long, loose punches punctuated by a straight left that looked pretty good.

      That’s when Johnny noticed the golden bracelet glowing on the loudmouth’s left wrist.

      “I’ve seen that kid around at the smokers,” Marvella said, returning from Jimmy’s office with sparring gear under one arm. “He’s pretty good. Long reach and quick. Good footwork. And he’s a southpaw.”

      “Is that glowing bracelet juice bling?”

      Marvella squinted her good eye and nodded. “Yeah, that’s what it is. But don’t worry about that. You got plenty of juice all on your own, kid. Focus on what I said, him being a southpaw, you feel me?”

      She told Johnny what that meant as he rewrapped his hands.

      With lefties, everything is backwards. They stand with their right hand in front and bring power shots with the left hand. Since most people are right-handed, lefties had an advantage over orthodox fighters.

      They were used to fighting righties; but righties weren’t used to fighting them.

      Marvella demonstrated, putting her right foot in front and raising her fists. “Move to your left on this guy.”

      Johnny nodded. “Move to the left.”

      That was going to be awkward. She always told him to move right. Which he did. In shadowboxing, hitting the bags, sparring. Even in his dreams, it was always jab, step to the right… the idea being, of course, to stay away from the opponent’s power.

      “You move to the right in there, you’ll walk into his straight left, you feel me?”

      Johnny nodded.

      “Keep your lead foot outside his,” Marvella said, then demonstrated. “Throw a few lead rights. Sometimes, those work on southpaws. And you get his timing down, try hooking over the jab.”

      “All right.”

      “But first, focus on your feet. Keep that lead foot outside his and move to your left.”

      She had him get another drink.

      As Johnny was coming back from the fountain, the Wolf Town kid threw a fast combination and hollered across the gym to him. “You ready to get spanked, baby?”

      Johnny ignored him, figuring he’d let his fists do the talking.

      Marvella suited him up and greased his face and worked with him on the mat while the Wolf Town guys got ready.

      “You gotta stay sharp, Johnny. This boy’s experienced, so watch yourself in there. This is no different than sparring Malik, you feel me?”

      Johnny nodded, and she put in his mouthpiece.

      The Wolf Town trainer called across the gym to Marvella.

      “We’re ready,” she answered.

      Johnny saw the Wolf Town trainer unclip and pocket the loudmouth’s juice bling then start for the ring.

      “Come on,” Marvella said.

      Johnny thumped his gloves together, rolled his head on his shoulders, and followed her to the ring.

      As they topped the stairs and slipped through the ropes, the timer ding-ding-dinged, signaling the end of the round.

      Across the ring, the loudmouth entered the ring, spewing shit talk. He stared across at Johnny, grinning and shaking his head back and forth. “I’m the best, baby. Future champ, right here! Apollo Stevenson!” He thumped a glove off his lean chest. “Future champ!”

      Johnny had already worked out hard, but his energy spiked now, fueled by his desire to shut Stevenson’s big mouth.

      Then spiked again when Johnny triggered his 10-minute Juice Boost, 5%.

      Instantly, Johnny felt his body crackle with rejuvenated force.

      Fuck this guy and his training bling, coming in here fresh, talking shit, disrespecting Johnny, his gym, and the Ward.

      “Keep your foot outside his,” Marvella whispered in Johnny’s ear, “and move to the left.”

      Johnny nodded, ready to do this.

      When the bell rang, he walked to the center of the ring, holding his left out to touch gloves.

      Stevenson surged forward and caught Johnny with a combination that jarred his skull and filled it with sparks.

      What the fuck?

      Johnny covered up and threw a counter left but missed by a mile.

      Stevenson was already gone.

      And then, suddenly, he was back again.

      No sooner had Johnny straightened than the taller fighter was back on him, wailing away with a barrage of explosive punches.

      Stevenson’s punches lacked the thudding power of Jobbo’s boneshaking shots but made up for it with speed and crispness. Every punch was sharp and jarring. It was like getting hit by a broomstick coursing with 50,000 volts.

      Johnny swung, missed, and Stevenson was back on him again.

      Johnny covered up and bulled forward… into nothing.

      Stevenson jabbed out and danced away, talking unintelligible shit through his mouthpiece.

      Johnny thumped his gloves and shuffled forward, meaning to stalk him.

      Stevenson circled away—then surged sharply back in, turning Johnny’s head once more into a piñata.

      Fighting against his frustration, Johnny reminded himself to keep his lead foot outside Stevenson’s… but soon realized that meant nothing.

      Because Stevenson’s foot was a moving target. The guy never stood still, never stayed in the pocket, never paused at middle range the way everyone else did.

      Stevenson was either circling or attacking.

      Whenever Johnny tried to initiate an attack, Stevenson was out of range.

      And then, suddenly, it was raining punches.

      Johnny swung and missed. Charged to no avail.

      He moved to the left and held his gloves high and tried to jab.

      Stevenson surged in from an awkward angle, battering him with half a dozen shockers before zipping away again.

      As the round dragged on, Johnny grew more frustrated. Exhaustion crept back in, juice boost be damned. He’d worked out too hard, waited too long to trigger it, the boost apparently having lifted him not 5% from his full juice but from where he’d been when he’d triggered it.

      This new exhaustion made him slower and clumsier, which in turn upped his frustration.

      Stevenson was too quick, too experienced, too well conditioned.

      Johnny fought on bravely, resisting the urge to swing wildly, but he was completely overwhelmed.

      It was a living nightmare.

      Whenever Johnny tried to punch, Stevenson was gone.

      Whenever he quit punching, Stevenson was back on him, hammering away with stun-gun combos.

      Sparring is exhausting. Taking punches makes it worse. Missing your own shots is an absolute killer.

      As the round dragged on, Johnny felt like a heavy bag with eyes. He wouldn’t quit and wouldn’t let Stevenson put him down—fuck that—but the punches were coming fast and furious and Johnny couldn’t hit Stevenson with anything and couldn’t do anything to change it.

      He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t save himself.

      Suddenly, the ring was a vast lake. Johnny floundered at its center, drowning.

      The 30-second buzzer sounded.

      In a move of utter desperation, Johnny triggered his last remaining temporary juice boost, cranking his power by 25%.

      Johnny was vaguely aware of Marvella’s voice and other voices urging him on, but their words were lost as Stevenson surged again, driving him backward, forcing him against the ropes. The Wolf Town fighter was going for it, trying to knock him down, trying to knock him out, pummeling him with a non-stop salvo.

      With the seconds ticking down, Johnny gritted his teeth against his mouthpiece and tried a Hail Mary haymaker. But as soon as he drew back his fist to punch, Stevenson’s shots caught him clean—smack-smack-smack!—turning his braincase into an exploding electrical transformer.

      Johnny didn’t buckle or take a knee.

      He just covered up and took an ass whipping until the bell rang.

      “That’s enough,” Marvella called across the ring. “My boy’s had enough for tonight.”

      Stevenson spit out his mouthpiece and thumped his chest with a glove, glaring at Johnny. “Yeah, bitch! That’s what I thought! I’m the best! Apollo Stevenson! Future champ!”

      The fighters from Wolf Town howled with approval. Their trainer called Stevenson over to the ropes and got him settled down.

      Johnny felt utterly humiliated. He’d never been so exhausted or so outclassed at anything in all his life.  Even after burning two boosts, he could do nothing in there. Nothing but stay up and take the beating like a man. Because Johnny would rather die than let this asshole put him on the canvas.

      Now, this guy was talking shit, calling him a bitch, and the only thing Johnny could do was glare back at him and vow to wreck Apollo Stevenson if it was the last thing he did in his life.

      “Now,” Marvella said, her voice soft and gentle as she unfastened his headgear, letting the pooled sweat pour from inside. “Now, we see if you’re a fighter.”

      Johnny lifted one brow. He was too tired to ask what she meant.

      “You took a whupping, that’s all,” Marvella said, pulling off his headgear. “I figured he might be too much for you. Big deal. You want to spar up. That’s how you get better, you feel me?”

      She tossed the headgear aside and started peeling tape off one glove. “But I gotta be honest. Stevenson’s way better than he was when I saw him a couple months back. They been fighting him in a lot of smokers. Must be he has a manager already. That juice bling ain’t cheap. But it makes a difference.”

      She pulled off his glove and started on the other. “But hey. Sooner or later, everybody gets beat in boxing. Getting beat don’t mean shit. Especially in sparring. It’s how you react that matters. Now, we see if you got heart.”

      “I got heart,” Johnny growled.

      “I believe you do, kid. But now, we’ll see for sure. That boy ate you alive. So be it. That fact will either drive you up the ranks or into the ground. It’s up to you. You gonna put in the work, do what you gotta do, no matter what, and keep on believing in yourself?”

      Johnny nodded. “Gonna be champ.”

      Marvella smiled grimly. “Everybody wants to be champ. But first, you gotta be a contender.”
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      The following morning, Thursday, the day of Freddie’s fight, Johnny set his alarm later, knowing he wouldn’t see her until after work, when he would ride with Marvella and Freddie down to the fights in Hog Island. Lou had agreed to let him off at four in the afternoon so Johnny could help corner Freddie’s fight.

      That meant he’d be on his own this morning. No chess, no watching old fight tapes. Which meant he had more time. Which in turn meant an opportunity to grab extra sleep, which he needed after getting his ass kicked the night before.

      His glorious plan was squashed, however, when at a quarter to four, his brain woke him, alarm be damned.

      Which was good.

      He had lost—had been humiliated—largely because of his poor endurance.

      Sure, there had been more to it than that. Apollo Stevenson was fast and skilled and hit hard.

      Most of all, however, Johnny had been trapped in a pattern. Stevenson would unload on him then get out before Johnny could counter.

      More agility might have helped Johnny, but the biggest factor had been conditioning. He simply hadn’t had the gas to dig deep and disrupt Stevenson’s game.

      Or, quite honestly, the skill. He didn’t have a plan in there.

      Now, heading out into the morning darkness, Johnny thought about it.

      How could he beat Stevenson?

      Because right now, he wanted that more than anything else in boxing, more than the professional championship of the world.

      Sure, being world champ would be a much bigger deal, but after last night, he couldn’t see past Stevenson, couldn’t imagine another goal until he had avenged the loss, restored his honor, and shut the bastard’s mouth.

      But the question remained: how?

      To be honest, he didn’t know.

      He would need Marvella’s help.

      But whatever the plan, power wouldn’t fix this problem. Not on its own. He’d boosted his power plenty at the end of the round, but it had done him no good. It doesn’t matter how much power you have if you can’t hit the guy.

      Speed would help. So would agility.

      Because the root of the problem had to do with footwork and timing, angles and staying in position, and getting off first.

      To make any of this work, he needed better conditioning.

      Way better.

      It was strange, running without Freddie, but he pushed it extra hard, stretching out the run longer than ever and throwing in a bunch of wind sprints, moving his mindset from shame and bitterness to sheer determination.

      He would have vengeance.

      He kicked out the last leg of the run and went to Coffee & Chess, where Jenna, the friendly cowgirl who waited on them most mornings, said, ‘Where’s your partner?”

      “Sleeping in. She has a fight tonight.”

      “Oh, how exciting! I’ll be rooting for her!”

      Johnny thanked her and ordered a large cult coffee, which he carried out into the predawn gloom, unsure what to do next.

      You have to meditate, he told himself, sipping the hot, bitter coffee. Have to clear your head and put yourself on the right track.

      He started walking, looking for a good place to meditate, but everything seemed dark and cold compared to Freddie’s rooftop garden.

      Finally, he went back to his room, where he settled in to meditate.

      At first, he couldn’t sink into his grid. Nightmarish flashes of sparring Stevenson filled his mind.

      He pushed these aside, but a new concern filled the void.

      How many riders had he lost?

      You couldn’t box without getting your ass handed to you from time to time, at least in the gym. Not if you wanted to be the best.

      Because to become the best, you have to fight people who are better than you. You have to pay your dues, take your beatings, and hang tough.

      Like Marvella had said, you gotta spar up.

      Which made sense to Johnny. He was durable and determined, not one of these guys who throws a hissy fit if things don’t go perfectly.

      Anybody who got into the fight game expecting to win every sparring match clearly knew nothing about scrapping.

      Any riders who couldn’t struggle through the discomfort of a single, vicarious loss were pussies.

      But that didn’t change the situation for Johnny. He needed riders, needed their support. So he hoped they would hang with him despite the loss he’d suffered.

      At least it hadn’t been an actual fight. That would’ve been way, way worse. Because even though Johnny knew he would lose sparring matches from time to time and was tough enough to take a beating and keep coming back for more, to be a contender, as Marvella put it, he did not want to lose a real fight.

      Few riders would continue subscribing to a fighter who was 0-1.

      The riders couldn’t hear his thoughts, of course, so Johnny paused his meditation to throw them a bone.

      He couldn’t allude to the game, couldn’t speak to them directly, without getting punished. But he could talk out loud to himself.

      Johnny opened his eyes and stared across his little room with a determined expression. “I’m gonna beat Stevenson if it’s the last thing I do. And when I do, when I finally catch him and put him on his ass and stare down at him and see the fear in his eyes, man, that is going to be the sweetest thing in the whole wide world.”
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      After meditating, Johnny showered and left his room again. Nikita, the foxgirl at the taco truck, also asked Johnny where Freddie was.

      “That is so awesome! I hope she wins!” Nikita chimed, handing Johnny his breakfast tacos.

      He carried them back to his room. As their glorious aroma wafted around Johnny, his stomach growled and he smiled. Breakfast tacos make everything better.

      Millie’s cart stood outside his room, but Johnny was disappointed to see his door was closed. He hadn’t seen the mousegirl for a while.

      When he unlocked the door and went inside, he heard a feminine squeak and caught a blur of motion as a pale ghost fled into the bathroom and slammed the door.

      “Um… hello?” Johnny called.

      For a few seconds, silence reigned.

      Taking a bite of his bacon and brisket breakfast taco, Johnny stared at his bed with confusion. Atop its unmade bedspread and sheets lay a frilly, black-and-white uniform and two tiny scraps of white lace that Johnny finally recognized as a bra and panties.

      He grinned. What an interesting situation…

      “Millie?”

      A beat of silence, then the bathroom door opened a crack, and a timid voice responded faintly through the narrow slit.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Johnny laughed. “What are you doing?”

      “Cleaning your room?”

      “In the nude?”

      He heard her gasp.

      A few seconds later, Millie said, “I’m so sorry, sir. I… you’re normally out now, and I thought… it was just so hot and stuffy in here, and um…”

      The door opened a crack more and Millie’s pale face appeared. Sadly, the door shielded the rest of her.

      Millie’s huge, purple eyes glistened with tears. “I’m so sorry, sir. Please don’t tell Lucinda. I’ll do anything if you promise not to tell.”

      Johnny held up his hands. One held a half-eaten taco. The other still clutched the sack holding the rest of his breakfast. “Hey, Millie, no problem, okay? I won’t tell Lucinda. I promise.”

      Millie sighed, and her eyelids fluttered shut for a second. “Oh, thank you, sir. Thank you so, so much.”

      “Don’t mention it,” Johnny said. “I really don’t mind. Just let me grab a clean outfit from the closet, and I’ll go to work, okay? I’ll lock the door behind me, and I won’t return until this afternoon, so you can keep cleaning in your birthday suit if you want.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “No problem. But it’s Johnny, remember?”

      Millie laughed. “Sorry.”

      “No problem. And Millie? Thanks a lot for taking such good care of my place.”

      “You’re most welcome, sir—I mean Johnny. It’s my pleasure. Truly.”

      “All right, then.” He crossed the room, got an outfit to wear to the fights later, and tossed the paper sack on the bed beside her panties. “I’m heading out, Millie. I left you a breakfast taco.”

      When she didn’t respond, he opened the door and stepped outside. He was closing it behind him when Millie called out again, her voice full of emotion.

      “Thank you, Johnny, but… um… why are you so nice to me?”

      “Why not? I like you, Millie.”

      “I like you too, Johnny. A lot. In fact, I…” She trailed off.

      Figuring she might be feeling awkward again, Johnny said, “Hey, have a great day, Millie. I’ll see you around.”

      And he left, closing and locking the door behind him.
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      Work flew by.

      Johnny brought a clean change of clothes with him and got cleaned up in the men’s room then headed straight for the gym, where Marvella and Freddie stood beside the ugliest car Johnny had ever seen; a huge, green monstrosity polka dotted with dents and body putty.

      Freddie gave him a hug. “Hey, Johnny. Missed you this morning.”

      “Missed you, too.”

      “You train?”

      He could see the tension in her smile and bright eyes. Her tail looked extra bushy.

      Not wanting to make her self-conscious, Johnny acted as normal as possible. “Of course, I trained. But it was weird without you. Oh, and by the way, Jenna and Nikita both wish you luck.”

      “All right, you two, that’s enough chit chat,” Marvella said, handing Johnny a spit bucket and a gear bag. He could see Marvella was uptight. “Get in the back, kid. Freddie, you ride up front with me. Can’t be late to weigh-ins.”

      They got in.

      The ancient car shuddered and chortled to life, and they headed south toward Hog Island, a 45-minute trip at this hour, Freddie explained, turning in her seat to smile at him.

      Marvella seemed tense as she started ahead, scowling at the streets of Fight Town.

      Freddie asked him how his night had been.

      “Sucked,” Johnny said.

      “Aw, did you miss me?”

      “You know it. But not just that.” Though he was still burning inside, he wouldn’t make a big deal out of his loss and risk upsetting Freddie before her fight. He shrugged and smiled. “Got my ass handed to me by some kid from Wolf Town last night.”

      “Oh shit! Who?”

      “Guy named Apollo Stevenson.”

      Freddie rolled her eyes. “I know him. Total asshole. Real creep, too. Thinks he’s God’s gift to women. We fought on the same card a few months back. He was pissed when I wouldn’t give him my number.”

      The fire inside Johnny burned higher.

      He didn’t show it.

      “Well, I’ll get him next time,” he said.

      “I know you will,” Freddie said with a smile. “We’ll work harder. Partners, right? All the way to the top?” She held her fist over the seat.

      He smiled back and pounded it. “Partners—all the way to the top.”
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      Johnny’s gut was in knots.

      If it was him fighting, he wouldn’t be nervous. But after four hours of waiting on Hog Island, he was going out of his mind.

      First, they’d weighed in. Freddie came in light at 124.

      They spent a couple of hours just sitting around in the beat-ass lobby of the hotel, pretending to doze and talking in whispers like people at a funeral.

      Fighters and trainers came and went. Some swaggered, some slunk, some shouted.

      Every time a girl around Freddie’s size passed, Johnny narrowed his eyes, wondering if she was the fighter they’d match Freddie with. In the amateurs and especially the novice division, you rarely knew who you were boxing until the fights were posted after weigh-ins… if then.

      Thanks to last-minute changes and the ineptitude of the Hog Island crew, this night was looking like one of those times when a fighter didn’t know who she was fighting until she went through the ropes.

      Finally, Marvella took Freddie into the women’s room and got her geared up, then they rejoined Johnny, and they all went together to the blue corner waiting room, a dusty equipment closet where a handful of fighters congregated in islands around benches and folding chairs, wrapping hands, talking, and warming up.

      Out in the main ballroom, the fights got started. The crowd roared.

      Marvella held the mitts for Freddie.

      Freddie looked great. Her hands were quick, her punches crisp. She had a good sweat going.

      But Johnny could see fear building in her big, blue-gray eyes.

      He wanted to give her a hug, but Marvella had been tense and cross all day and would probably kick him out of the makeshift locker room if he did.

      Marvella sat Freddie down and told her to stretch her legs out.

      Johnny stood there beside the spit bucket feeling semi-worthless. He and Marvella both wore short, black satin robes over their street clothes. The backs read 8th Street Gym.

      Freddie’s robe was longer. Across her lower back, it read 8th Street Gym. Higher up, across her shoulders, large silver letters blocked out one word: Fearless.

      A gray-haired pig-lady with a clipboard came in and called out the order of the next few fights.

      Freddie would be up the fight after next.

      The doors banged open, and a guy with a badly swollen eye staggered into the room between his trainers.

      “Battista,” the woman with the clipboard called out. “You’re up. Lopez, you’re on deck.”

      Freddie nodded at the woman.

      “Who we got?” Marvella called after her, but the woman was already gone.

      “Don’t matter anyway.” Marvella put her hands on Freddie’s shoulders and cooed, “How you feel, baby?”

      “Good,” Freddie said.

      “You lie,” Marvella said. “How you feel, Freddie?”

      “Scared.”

      “Good,” Marvella said. “How scared?”

      Freddie let out a shuddering breath. “Terrified.”

      “That’s right, baby. You’re terrified. You are scared shitless. Why?”

      Freddie bit her lip and glanced at Johnny, who forced a smile.

      What was Marvella doing? Why was she prodding Freddie like this?

      “Don’t you worry about him,” Marvella said. “We’re all in this together, baby, you feel me?”

      Freddie nodded.

      “Now,” Marvella said, “what are you scared of?”

      Freddie’s voice was barely a whisper. “I’m scared I’m gonna lose him.”

      “Who?”

      “You know who.”

      “Say it.”

      “Daddy.”

      “You’re afraid you gonna lose your daddy?”

      Freddie glanced at Johnny again then looked back to Marvella and nodded. “Terrified. I’m afraid I already have. He’s fading.”

      Johnny hated seeing Freddie suffer like this. He almost said something, almost told the trainer to stop, but Marvella reached out and stroked Freddie’s face.

      “Good, baby. That’s good. That’s that truth, right there. And that’s why you’re gonna win this fight, you feel me? The truth always beats bullshit. This other girl, why’s she fighting?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Try. Talk to me, baby. Why’s she fighting?”

      “Money?”

      Marvella shook her head.

      “Pride?”

      Marvella kept shaking her head.

      “For her neighborhood?”

      “No,” Marvella said. “This girl’s fighting to take your daddy. No matter who she is or what she thinks, she’s trying to take your daddy away.”

      Freddie nodded, her eyes darkening.

      “You lose this fight, Freddie, how you gonna get your daddy the help he needs? How you gonna hire somebody to come in, help your mama? How you gonna buy him treatments, make him better? This girl beats you, how you gonna get your daddy back?”

      Freddie shook her head, looking pissed now.

      Marvella gave her shoulders a little shake. “You gonna let her take your daddy from you?”

      Freddie shook her head. “No.”

      “Let me get a hell no.”

      “Hell no.”

      “Hell no what?”

      “Hell no, I’m not going to let her take Daddy away.” A drastic change had come over Freddie. It was crazy, like Marvella’s words had flipped a switch in Freddie’s brain. Her eyes shone brightly. Her lips peeled from gritted teeth.

      “That’s right, baby, that’s right,” Marvella said, her voice soft now. “There it is. There’s that truth. Use your fear, baby. Use it.”

      Freddie breathed in deeply, nodding.

      Marvella stared intensely into her fighter’s eyes. “People pretend they ain’t afraid, they end up fearing their own fear. That doubles their fear. Weighs them down, steals their breath, makes them slow and heavy.

      “But you ain’t afraid of your fear, baby. Because you gonna use it. That fear’s gonna keep you on point. It’s going to make you faster, make you punch harder. Gonna give you that edge. You gonna duck her punches and make her pay. Ain’t that right? You’re gonna feed her your fear one punch at a time. Gonna smash it right into her face. Smash it in her mouth, make her take it, make her suck that fear, make her swallow it. You feel me?”

      Freddie nodded. “Make her choke on it.”

      “That’s right, baby. Bring it all out now. Bring out all that fear. Let it ride up front with you. Let it make you strong and fast and vicious. What you gonna do out there, baby?”

      “I’m gonna win.”

      “Winning ain’t enough,” Marvella said and seized her face. “What you gonna do, baby?”

      “I’m gonna whip her ass!”

      “That’s right! You gonna whip her sorry ass every second of every round. Who does she think she is, getting in the ring with you? Huh? That girl out there thinks she’s just gonna climb through the ropes and take your Daddy from you?”

      “I’ll kill her!”

      “Again and again, baby. Again and again. You gonna murder her sorry ass, every second of every round.”

      Johnny couldn’t help but stare at Freddie. He’d never seen this side of her. She looked fierce, almost bloodthirsty.

      The door banged open. “Lopez,” the gray-haired woman with the clipboard said. “You’re up.”

      Freddie popped up off the bench and smacked her gloves together. The sound echoed dully in the small locker room.

      “Who we got?” Marvella asked.

      The woman looked at her clipboard. “Girl by the name of Washington.”

      “Fights out of Dogville?”

      “That’s the one,” the woman said, glancing at her clipboard through half-moon reading glasses. “4-0, just like your girl. Now come on. They’re waiting for you.”

      “Let’s go,” Marvella said, starting for the door. She nudged Johnny and pointed with her cane. “Bucket.”

      “Got it,” Johnny said, picking up the bucket and following them to the door.

      Marvella pulled Freddie’s big hood up then held the door for her. “You remember this girl Washington?”

      Freddie nodded and strode out the door. “Short girl, heavy hands?”

      “That’s the one. Use your reach, use your feet.”

      “And kill her with the jab,” Freddie said.

      “That’s it, baby. That’s my girl.”

      Johnny followed close behind, one hand carrying the bucket, the other massaging Freddie’s shoulders, which felt very tight and hard beneath the satin robe.

      This was no Arena. There were no Blade-runner-style electronic boards, just a large room packed with folding chairs and fight-goers, most of whom had floppy pink ears atop their heads.

      Freddie skip-shuffled up the aisle toward the ring, throwing tight little combos. The aisle led straight through the spectators.

      When they came to the section holding fans from the Ward, dozens of people called out to Freddie. Those standing closest to the aisle reached out for a high five.

      Freddie flicked her gloves this way and that, smacking the outstretched hands.

      Every step of the way, people cried out to her.

      “You got this, Freddie!”

      “Kick her ass, Freddie!”

      “Do it for the Ward!”

      “Freddie!”

      Johnny recognized a lot of faces. It seemed like half the neighborhood had turned out to support its fighter.

      One familiar face leaned into the aisle. “Knock her out, Freddie!”

      It was Jenna from Coffee & Chess.

      Freddie slapped the cowgirl a high five. Johnny nodded at Jenna, too tense to smile back.

      Then they reached the steps. Johnny hurried ahead, climbed the three steps to the ring apron, pushed the second rope down with his knee, and pulled the third up with his hand.

      Freddie bent, swiveled one leg over the bottom rope, and slipped between them.

      The crowd went crazy as Freddie danced in the corner, throwing quick flurries.

      Johnny held the ropes for Marvella, who scowled like she was the one getting ready to fight.

      Across the ring, Freddie’s opponent and her trainers were already waiting. Washington was shorter than Freddie and heavily muscled, with dog ears poking out of her headgear and a murderous expression on her face.

      “Fearless! Fearless!” the crowd chanted.

      Freddie raised her hand.

      “Fuck them,” Marvella growled. “And fuck that stupid-ass ring name.”

      Suddenly, Freddie grinned. “You came up with it.”

      “Yeah, well, fuck them anyway. You’re afraid, you feel me? You’re fucking terrified. That’s your secret weapon, baby.”

      Freddie nodded, still waving to the crowd.

      Marvella elbowed Johnny. “Mouthpiece.”

      Johnny took it from his pocket and handed it to Marvella, who held it over the bucket as Johnny squirted water onto it.

      Freddie leaned in and opened her mouth, and Marvella tucked the mouthpiece saying, “You gotta stick and move, baby, you feel me?”

      Freddie nodded. “Stick n moof,” she said through the mouthpiece.

      “That’s right, baby. You’re too quick. She’s gonna come out gunning for you, but you’re too quick.”

      An announcer at ringside introduced the fighters.

      The Ward cheered for Freddie, who faced that side of the audience and raised her fists overhead.

      A large section of fans from Dogville roared for Washington, who threw her head back and gave a series of deep, throaty barks.

      “See if she barks like that after you shove her fucking teeth down her fucking throat,” Marvella growled, staring across the ring and pawing irritably at her eye patch.

      The whole crowd exploded with excitement when the announcer explained that both girls were undefeated and on their way to the open-class next fight.

      “Fighters!” the ref called.

      The fighters went to the center of the ring. Marvella and Johnny stood behind Freddie and nodded at the Dogville trainers, who nodded back.

      “Ladies,” the ref said, and his voice boomed over the loudspeakers, echoing throughout the huge arena. “We already went over the rules in your dressing rooms.” Then he reviewed the basics. Stop when he said stop, break clean. No hitting below the belt, no hitting behind the head.

      As he went over these rules, the two girls stared at each other.

      Washington dipped her head from side to side, drilling her gaze hard into Freddie. The doggirl’s muscles were insane. Washington had definitely put a lot of juice into her strength stat. Probably power, too, Johnny reckoned.

      But what really impressed him was Freddie’s calm expression. She stared right back at Washington with eyes as dead as nickels, looking for all the world like she really was fearless.

      “Protect yourself at all times,” the ref said. “Now touch gloves and come out fighting at the bell.”

      Freddie turned halfway toward her corner, holding out one glove and eyeing her opponent with simmering contempt.

      Washington slammed a fist down hard on Freddie’s glove then jerked away and went to her corner.

      Back in the blue corner, Freddie rolled her head in a slow circle then glanced out of the ring and raised a glove toward where Mr. Trongo sat in an expensive-looking suit, flanked by a pair of beautiful blond foxgirls in glittering evening gowns.

      Mr. Trongo smiled and nodded, then caught Johnny’s eye and pointed at him with a wink.

      “Stick and move, baby,” Marvella said, embracing Freddie and kissing her cheek.

      Then Freddie stepped to Johnny, looking him in the eyes for the first time since the locker room.

      “You got this, Freddie,” he told her. “All the way to the top, right?”

      “Right!” Freddie threw her arms around him, and he kissed her cheek and stepped back and helped Freddie get her gloves through the sleeves of her robe, which displayed patches advertising several local businesses, including El Gallo Gordo, Lou’s Diner, and someplace called Aaron Biscoe’s Balloon Creature Menagerie Fantastique, whatever the hell that was.

      Johnny slipped the robe from Freddie’s sweating body.

      Frightened or not, she looked fierce and ready in her royal blue satin tank top, which read 8th Street Gym on the back.

      Her trunks were also blue, as were the tasseled boxing shoes that rose midway up her toned calves.

      “Seconds out!” the ref called.

      Johnny and Marvella slipped through the ropes and retreated down the steps, where they took stools at ringside.

      “This girl Washington’s a clubber,” Marvella told Johnny. “Saw her a couple weeks back. Freddie’s gotta stick and move, you feel me?”

      He nodded.

      “You holler that. Tell her to stick and move and jab and be first. Tell her to move her head. And if she stands still tell her to move, you feel me?”

      “I got you.”

      “Don’t tell her to hang tough or hit hard or kick her ass or any of that shit.”

      “But you told her—”

      “Don’t worry about what I told her, you feel me? Just tell her to stick and move and work that jab.”

      “Gotcha.”

      “Freddie’ll listen to you. Out of this whole crowd, yours is the voice she’ll be listening for. Don’t fuck this up, kid.”

      He nodded, privately thinking there was no way in hell Freddie would be able to hear him over the deafening roar of the audience.

      The bell rang.

      The fighters touched gloves as directed and stepped apart.

      Then Washington charged Freddie like a rabid pit bull, winging a wild overhand right.

      Freddie dipped under the attack and pivoted aside. There was no time to counter, because Washington was already coming at her again.

      “Stick and move!” Johnny hollered.

      Freddie snapped out her jab, connected, and danced away as Washington charged her again.

      Freddie moved laterally, snapped out a jab, and ducked another haymaker.

      “Girl can’t fight,” Marvella said, leaning in close to Johnny, her eyes locked on the fight. “But she can punch. Keep talking to Freddie, kid.”

      He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Stick and move, Freddie, stick and move!”

      Freddie obeyed, flashing her jab and dancing out of reach every time Washington charged again.

      One jab landed solidly, jerking Washington’s head back, and the crowd went wild.

      Freddie stepped back in, crack-crack, with a quick double jab, and the crowd roared louder still.

      “No!” Marvella shouted as Washington’s looping hook barely missed. Turning to Johnny, the trainer said, “Tell her to stick with one jab at a time. Just one.”

      “One jab at a time!” Johnny shouted.

      “Don’t get greedy,” Marvella said.

      “Don’t get greedy!” Johnny echoed.

      Freddie listened, sticking to single jabs. They were crisp, scoring shots. Her speed was incredible, and her timing was perfect.

      The pattern was set. Washington charged again and again, hurling heavy shots. Freddie moved side to side, flicking her jab.

      Washington was unorthodox, awkward, and aggressive. A few of her cuffing shots walloped into Freddie’s gloves and arms, but none of them landed clean.

      And thank God for that because every clumsy shot she landed sent Freddie skittering away.

      Washington had insane power and strength.

      She bulled Freddie into the corner just above Johnny and Marvella and hammered away with a series of wild body shots. Her gloves hammered with loud thumps off Freddie’s arms. Their force shuddered through her.

      “Get out of the corner!” Marvella called.

      Johnny repeated his trainer’s advice, adding, “Get to the center of the ring!”

      Freddie hunched for a second, covering up as Washington started winging shots at her head, then dipped a hook and spun away, dancing toward the center of the ring.

      Washington gave chase, eating a couple of crisp jabs, and the bell rang.

      Johnny ran up, slid the stool in place, and held the ropes for Marvella.

      Freddie sat down hard.

      “Good work,” Marvella said, pulling out Freddie’s mouthpiece and handing it to Johnny. He rinsed it off over the bucket and held the squirt nozzle to Freddie’s open mouth, which gasped for air. He squirted a quick stream of water into her mouth, and she swished it around then spat it into the bucket.

      Leaning in front of her, Marvella said, “Deep breath, Freddie. That’s it. Sit up straight. Control your breathing, baby.”

      Freddie sat up straight, breathing deeply.

      Johnny gave her another squirt of water.

      “That was a close round,” Marvella said. “You gotta win the second. You feel me?”

      Freddie nodded, still gasping. “Hits… really… hard.”

      Marvella shrugged. “So keep your distance, baby. Stick and move, stick and move. Listen to Johnny. Stay off the ropes and you’ll win, you feel me?”

      Freddie nodded.

      Johnny started to hold out the bottle again, but Marvella pushed it aside. “No more water. Look, Freddie. One jab at a time, okay, baby? You double up, you’re staying in the same spot too long, giving her a chance to catch you.”

      Freddie nodded.

      “You got this, Freddie,” Johnny said. “Stick and move.”

      “That’s right, baby. Stick and move. Let her dumb ass keep trying to bulldog you. Kill her with the jab. That’s it. That’s all you gotta do. Stick and move, stick and move. You feel me?”

      Freddie nodded. “Stick and move.”

      “Seconds out!” the ref called.

      Freddie stood and Johnny pulled the stool back through the ropes.

      “Mouthpiece,” Marvella reminded him, and he leaned against the ropes.

      Freddie turned to him, dark eyes bright with adrenaline and purpose. Within the headgear, her face glowed pink with exertion and glistened with sweat and grease. She opened her mouth and Johnny slipped the mouthpiece into place.

      “Be first,” he said, and retreated down the steps as the bell rang.

      Behind him the crowd from the Ward chanted, “Fearless! Fearless! Fearless!”

      The bell rang.

      Freddie snapped Washington’s head back with a stiff jab and danced away.

      A second later, Washington was bulling forward again, windmilling heavy punches.

      As the round progressed, Freddie established her jab, snapping back the muscular fighter’s head several times.

      Most of Washington’s punches missed, but a few got through.

      Johnny winced with every thumping shot. His heart thudded in his chest.

      Come on, Freddie, he thought. Come on.

      He balled his fists and shouted at the top of his lungs, sweating bullets.

      Every time Washington winged a looping haymaker, he tensed, willing Freddie to duck the shot. And again and again, like some psychic puppet, she dipped under thunderous shots and retreated again into the open ring.

      Freddie obeyed Marvella’s commands, which Johnny repeated at the top of his lungs, hollering, “Stick and move! One Jab! One jab! That’s it, Freddie! Be first!”

      The Dogville crowd and a good deal of the remaining non-Ward fight fans countered these commands with cries for blood, urging Freddie to get off her bicycle and fight.

      “Stand and fight, coward!” someone yelled.

      “This ain’t a track match!” someone else shouted. “Quit running and mix it up, catgirl!”

      Freddie ignored them, clinging to Johnny’s voice as he repeated whatever Marvella said. “Jab and get out! Jab and move!”

      As she grew more comfortable, Freddie found her feet and her rhythm, circling and flicking her jab, catching Washington, and slipping back out again.

      The crowd engaged in its own fight, boos and cheers roaring against one another. Washington was growing frustrated. She swung for the fences with every punch and once came around so hard that she slipped and fell.

      The crowd roared with laughter, and the ref put himself between the fallen fighter and Freddie and pointed to a neutral corner.

      Freddie retreated and put her back against the white turnbuckle and glanced toward Johnny and Marvella.

      Close behind Johnny, someone shouted, “Kill her, Freddie! Knock her block off!”

      But Marvella patted the air, and Johnny translated. “Nice and easy, Freddie. Stick and move.”

      “Tell her to breathe,” Marvella said.

      “Breathe!” Johnny said.

      Freddie nodded and stood up straight and took a deep breath then shook out her arms.

      The ref brushed off Washington’s gloves and stepped aside. “Fight!”

      The fighters came together again, resuming their brutal dance.

      Freddie was excellent. She ducked and dodged, flicking one hard jab at a time, turning Washington’s head into a punching bag.

      Washington landed a few clumsy shots to Freddie’s arms and shoulders and staggered her with a low blow to the hip, which made Freddie wince and drew a warning from the ref.

      The timekeeper slapped the ring mat three times.

      Ten seconds left.

      Washington surged, winging a barrage of punches.

      Freddie stumbled backward, hit the ropes, and barely ducked a wild overhand right.

      The bell rang.

      Freddie limped back to the corner, rubbing her hip with one glove.

      Johnny’s heart hammered. He eyed her limp like a harbinger of doom.

      Marvella got her onto the stool and started her ministrations. “What’s wrong, baby?”

      “Hip,” Freddie gasped as Johnny removed her mouthpiece and gave her a shot of water. “Low blow.”

      “Gotta suck it up, baby,” Marvella said.

      Freddie nodded, panting hard. “I’m good.”

      “Yeah, you are. You’re real good, real fine. Nice work out there. Good round. All yours.” As Marvella spoke, she smoothed fresh grease over Freddie’s nose and brows and cheekbones, then slid her slick thumbs along Freddie’s jawbone. “Same thing. It’s one round apiece. Okay? You gotta win this round, baby.”

      Freddie nodded.

      Johnny gave her another squirt of water, massaging the back of her hot and sweaty neck with one hand.

      Glancing across the ring, he saw Washington gasping for breath and leaning around her trainer to look in Freddie’s direction.

      “I need you to dig deep now, baby,” Marvella said. “Need to you to remember why you’re here, what’s at stake. What’s this girl trying to do?”

      “Take everything,” Freddie said, scowling. “Take Daddy away.”

      “That’s right. And you are terrified. Remember that. Every second of this round. You are scared shitless. That’s why you’re gonna punish her slow ass this round, right? That’s right. She’s gonna come right at you. But she’s tired. Let her go for a minute. Then double up on that jab. Listen for Johnny. When he yells ‘drop it,’ you drop the fucking hammer, all right? Put that right hand on her. You feel me, baby?”

      “I hear you.”

      “Seconds out!” the ref shouted.

      Marvella held Freddie’s cheeks and kissed her on the forehead. “You love your dad, Freddie?”

      Freddie nodded emphatically.

      “You want him back?”

      Freddie nodded, smashing her gloves together.

      “Then go slay this fucking monster!”

      Freddie shot to her feet, a fierce light blazing in her eyes. She turned to Johnny without looking, and he slipped in her mouthpiece and took the stool, and they went back down to ringside as the bell rang.

      The fighters touched gloves for the last round and then just as Marvella predicted, Washington surged, throwing a series of wild shots.

      Freddie danced away, slipping from side to side and easily evading the shots, risking an occasional jab.

      A minute in, Washington slowed.

      “Blew her load,” Marvella said with a predatory smile. “Tell Freddie to double up now.”

      Feeling a surge of excitement, Johnny cupped his hands at the sides of his mouth and shouted, “Double up, Freddie! Double up now.”

      Instantly, Freddie caught her plodding opponent with a lightning-fast double jab that snapped Washington’s head back.

      “That’s it, Freddie!” Johnny shouted. “Again!”

      Washington failed to adapt. In her first four outings, her strength and power must have been enough. But now she needed more and couldn’t switch gears.

      Washington kept chasing Freddie, slowing with each passing second and winging wilder and wilder punches.

      Freddie found her rhythm. In and out, in and out, crack-crack, less lateral movement now, crack-crack, double jab and step back, not so far back now, letting Washington swing and miss, then surging back in again, crack-crack.

      Johnny watched, barely able to breathe, the three-minute clock ingrained now in his skull ticking down to its final sixty seconds.

      “Now,” Marvella said.

      “Drop it!” Johnny shouted.

      Freddie cracked her, pop-pop, with a beautiful double jab, but didn’t leap away this time. She held her ground and twisted hard, throwing a beautiful right that split Washington’s guard and caught her flush and sent her reeling.

      Freddie chased after her, firing straight shots as Washington hit the ropes and covered up.

      Smelling blood, the crowd went wild.

      “Tell her to stay back,” Marvella said. “Keep her distance.”

      “Straight shots!” Johnny shouted. “Stay back!”

      Freddie stayed outside, resisting the temptation every fighter feels when she has her opponent hurt, and thereby avoided Washington’s wild counters.

      A good thing, because a hurt fighter is a dangerous fighter, even with her back to the ropes. Especially with her back to the ropes if you aren’t careful.

      But Freddie was careful, and she unloaded with a steady stream of long, straight shots, one-two-one-two, nothing fancy, left-right-left-right, never overcommitting, rolling her shoulders, using every inch of her reach advantage, and never creeping forward into the danger zone, battering Washington’s gloves and occasionally slipping one through her guard, until, when the timekeeper pounded the ring apron, one of Freddie’s right hands smashed home, and Washington crumpled to the canvas.

      The ref stepped between them, pointing to the neutral corner.

      Freddie ran to the white turnbuckle as the crowd screamed, and the ref counted, “Three! Four! Five!”

      Washington climbed to her feet, thumping her gloves together.

      Freddie was half-crouched like a cat ready to pounce, her tail flicking behind her.

      The ref stepped back, studying Washington, and gestured for her to come to him.

      Washington raised her gloves and stepped forward, Freddie charged out of her corner, and the bell rang.

      The crowd erupted, and Johnny ran up the steps.

      Freddie and Washington embraced at the center of the ring, and Freddie came running over to the corner as Johnny and Marvella slipped through the ropes, Johnny ecstatic as he hugged Freddie.

      “Great job, baby,” Marvella said, hugging her. “Another monster slain.”

      Johnny hugged Freddie, grinning so hard he felt like his head would split in half.

      He had never been so happy in his life.

      Plucking her mouthpiece, he said, “I’m so proud of you, Freddie!”

      “Thanks, Johnny,” Freddie said and looked at Marvella. “I did it, right? I’m done waiting?”

      Grinning, Marvella nodded.

      “Oh man,” Freddie said, eyes gleaming as she reached up and grabbed Johnny by the back of the head. “I’ve wanted this so bad for so long!”

      She drew his mouth down to hers, and they kissed passionately, hugging over the ropes as the crowd cheered.

      When their lips finally parted, Freddie said, “I love you, Johnny Rockledge.”

      Johnny’s heart surged. “I love you, too, Freddie Lopez. I’ve loved you for a long time.”

      And that’s how Johnny’s previous happiest moment was dethroned after mere seconds.
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      The ref called the fighters back to the center of the ring and lifted Freddie’s ungloved right fist in the air as the announcer’s voice boomed over the speakers. “The winner by unanimous decision, fighting out of the blue corner, wrapping up her novice career at a perfect 5-0, representing the Eighth Street Gym and all of the Ward, ‘Fearless’ Freddie Lopez!”

      Mr. Trongo met them as they exited the ring.

      “Beautiful fight, Freddie,” Trongo said, holding her glove in his gold-knuckled hands. The two blondes stood directly behind him, smiling and waiting. They were half his age and looked like they did a lot of smiling and waiting.

      “Thank you, Mr. Trongo,” Freddie said. “I’m surprised to see you here. I didn’t think you’d come to some small Thursday night card on Hog Island.”

      “And miss your final novice bout? Not for the world, my dear, not for the world.” Trongo slapped Johnny’s shoulder. “Hottest prospect to come out of the Ward in years.”

      Johnny nodded.

      “You remind me of a female Ray Leonard,” Trongo said. “Marvella, you’re the best. The absolute best. The two of you together? Unstoppable. But hey, Freddie, you got a minute? My day tomorrow is absolutely bonkers, but we need to talk, all right? Tonight work for you? Marvella? Can we talk a little business?”

      Marvella nodded gravely. “Let us turn in these gloves and get changed. See you in fifteen?”

      Trongo grinned over his shoulder at the clamoring crowd from the Ward. “Fifteen minutes? Forget about it. Take your time, all right? Freddie’s a big star now. Everybody can feel that. She’s gonna be signing a lot of autographs before you reach the locker room.” He smiled, showing those perfect white teeth in all their splendor, and patted Freddie’s arm. “Just don’t go signing any contracts before we talk, all right, Freddie?”

      “Okay, Mr. Trongo,” Freddie laughed.

      “Wonderful. A wonderful fight, a wonderful night. Come on up to my suite, all right? We got a nice bar, some finger food. You hungry? We’ll order room service. Anything you want, all right?”

      He gave them the number, and they split up.

      Everyone from the Ward mobbed Freddie on her way back to the locker room, slapping her back and screaming their congratulations.

      Freddie soaked it up, showing everybody her million-dollar smile, thanking everyone for coming out, and pausing to sign numerous fight programs.

      Johnny was beyond happy for her. And for himself. And for her.

      His mind still spun with what had happened after the fight. That kiss…

      But even more than the kiss, the words they had exchanged.

      She loved him. She loved him just as he loved her.

      He’d figured she loved him, but thinking something and hearing the words… well, that’s just about as different as watching the fights is from actually fighting.

      He couldn’t imagine being any happier.

      Freddie had important business with Trongo, he knew; but meanwhile, all Johnny wanted to do was kiss her again.
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      They got back to the Ward after midnight.

      As they pulled into the parking lot, Johnny broke his kiss with Freddie and gasped for air. Well, that was certainly a better way to train his endurance than running steps.

      Their hands strayed, exploring each other’s bodies as they kissed, but stayed strictly over their clothing. Freddie felt as good as she looked, even through the fabric of her shirt. She purred softly when he caressed her furry ear.

      Freddie’s fingers showed interest, too. They drifted over his body and even danced delicately across his lap. One time, her hand lingered there and rubbed back and forth across his hardness. Feeling him, she moaned softly and shuddered but withdrew her hand.

      Marvella parked the gigantic green rust bucket behind the gym, and they got out, Johnny holding the spit bucket in front of him to hide the embarrassing, throbbing bulge in his lap.

      The three of them gathered their gear and fell for a second into one of those moments of sudden reckoning and silent anticipation, when friends reaching the end of a long and momentous night simultaneously realize everything has changed forever.

      Before anyone could put it into words, Marvella said, “Who’s up for a beer?”

      They dropped their gear in the gym then walked over to Pryor Street and went into a packed bar called The Hawk.

      They found a booth in the back, near the pool tables, the whole place hazy with cigarette smoke and vibrating with upbeat jazz music.

      A black-haired catgirl waitress took their order and appeared almost instantly with three massive, frosted mugs of cult-neg beer.

      Johnny hoisted his mug. “To Fearless Freddie Lopez, 5-0, fighter of the night.”

      The girls raised their mugs, and everyone drank.

      Marvella lifted her mug for another toast. “To you two. I wish you happiness. But if you fuck up your training, I will kick your asses.”

      Laughing, Johnny and Freddie drank to her congratulatory threat.

      Marvella lit a cigarette.

      “Hey,” Freddie protested, “you said no smoking.”

      “No smoking for you two athletes,” Marvella said, and took a drag. “My fighting days are over, baby.”

      “Yeah, but you still gotta watch your health.”

      “I get by.”

      Freddie raised her brows and frowned but didn’t bother to voice her disagreement. Even here, even drinking, Marvella was still their trainer.

      “So what you gonna do, baby girl?” Marvella said. “About Trongo, I mean.”

      Freddie’s frowned deepened. “I don’t know.”

      “Tell Trongo to get in line,” Marvella said. “He talks all that sweet shit, says you’re such a prospect—which is true, baby; you’re the it girl right now, you really are—but tell that rich old man to put his money where his mouth is.”

      “Yeah,” Freddie said, and bit her lip. “But I mean, a thousand bucks is a lot of money. Takes me five months working at the pool to make that much.”

      “Shit,” Marvella said, “I can get you fights. You win a few more, get the managers into a bidding war, you could make two, three times that much, easy. Hell, maybe even ten grand, you hold out a bit longer, get some noteworthy scalps on your belt. More than that if you win the city championship before signing.”

      Freddie’s eyes bulged. Johnny could tell she was terrified by the idea of waiting that long to sign.

      He’d seen her anxiety building back on Hog Island when they’d all gone up to Trongo’s suite.

      Trongo had suggested that Johnny hang out in the suite bar with his two wives, but Freddie shook her head. “Johnny and I are partners. We do everything together. I want him to hear this, too.”

      “Fair enough,” Trongo had said, and he’d made his pitch to all three of them.

      Now, Marvella said, “Plus, you get them bidding, you might get a stipend thrown in. Tell them, look, I want to win, so I gotta train harder. Now, pay me enough so I don’t have to work at the pool no more.”

      “That would be nice,” Freddie said, but fear haunted her eyes. “It’s such a risk, though. Next fight, I’m in the open class. They could match me with anyone. The city champ, a national champ, anyone. And if I lose…”

      “Don’t lose, then,” Marvella said, and squinted as she took a drag off her cigarette.

      “Yeah,” Freddie laughed. “Good plan. What do you think, Johnny?”

      “I agree with Marvella,” Johnny said. “I’ll put my money on you every time.”

      “Thanks, Johnny,” she said, leaning into him. “I don’t know. If it was just the money, maybe. But that ring. I keep thinking how much it would help me. You’re always saying, Marvella, how getting a good manager, a good relationship with your manager, can help you in a lot of ways, more than just getting fights. I see that now. I mean, that ring would change everything.”

      Johnny remembered the way Freddie’s eyes had gleamed when Trongo brought out the juice bling, a golden hoop earring that would greatly increase a fighter’s cultivation. The things cost thousands of dollars, she’d explained during the ride home. If she started wearing it now, she would probably up her juice by a few points prior to the city championship.

      And a few points could make all the difference.

      Marvella spread her hands. “It’s not an easy choice, baby. And only you can make it. You’re right. It’s a risk. The money, the ring. That would be nice. And there are no guarantees in boxing. So when you get one, yeah, it’s tempting. But what are you giving up? I have faith in you, Freddie. And I don’t say that often.”

      Freddie smiled brightly. “Thanks, Marvella. That means the world to me. Really. No matter what I decide. That means the world to me. And thanks for helping me get here. I mean, I wouldn’t be talking about money and bling if it weren’t for you. I never would have made it to 5-0.”

      “True,” Marvella said, grinning, and lifted her beer.

      Freddie turned her pretty face to blink up at Johnny. “And thank you, Johnny. Thank you for pushing me and making me better. These last several weeks together have been awesome, better than anything I could have imagined, anything I ever could have dared to dream could be possible. I love working out with you and being with you and, well, just to be clear, I meant what I said in the ring.”

      She hesitated, blushing as she studied his face, a new fear perhaps at work in her.

      Johnny beat her to the punch. “I meant it, too. I love you, Freddie. I really love you.”

      Freddie beamed. “I love you, too.” She laughed. “It feels so weird to say it out loud. I mean, I’ve felt it for so long, you know? But now I’m actually saying it. It feels good. I like saying it.”

      “So say it,” Johnny said.

      “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      They kissed.

      Marvella set down her mug and wiped a forearm across her grinning lips. “You two. I’m getting the fuck out of here before you make me sick. Don’t drink too much, you feel me? I don’t care if you’re drinking cult-neg beer. It’s still beer. Go ahead and have your fun. But not too much fun. You know what I mean, Lopez. And take tomorrow off. You earned it, both of you. Have a few beers tonight, catch a buzz, but don’t get hammered, you feel me?”

      Freddie saluted.

      “Gotcha,” Johnny said.

      Marvella stubbed out her cigarette and motioned to the bartender.

      “Put your money away, Marvella,” Johnny said. “Tonight’s on me.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure. I should thank you, too. For training me, I mean.”

      Marvella gave him a crooked smile. “If you’re thanking me, that means I haven’t worked you hard enough yet. That’s ten extra sets of steps on Monday—before sparring.”

      “Great,” Johnny groaned.

      Marvella hugged Freddie, congratulating her again but said no more about the big decision awaiting her.

      The trainer pounded fists with Johnny and left them alone.

      Johnny touched Freddie’s face gently, stroking a thumb over the darkening mouse beneath her eye. Then he leaned down and kissed the bruise.

      “You missed,” Freddie said, and pointed to her grin.

      Laughing, he leaned in, and for a long time, they just held each other, kissing deeply, coming up every few minutes to breathe and smile at each other and again voice their mutual love.

      The waitress brought them two new beers compliments of someone at the bar.

      They glanced over and saw an older couple smiling at them. The woman waved. The man gave Freddie a double thumbs-up.

      “They were at your fight,” the waitress said. “Congratulations, by the way.”

      “Aw, that’s so nice of them,” Freddie said, and started to get up.

      “Don’t bother going over,” the waitress said, laying a hand on Freddie’s shoulder. “They said they didn’t want to bother you. They’re big fight fans. Tim and Gina. They’re always buying fighters drinks. From what I hear, you’re pretty good. 5-0?”

      Freddie smiled. “So far.”

      “Well, you’d better get used to people buying you drinks, then. There might be no free rides in Fight Town, but from what I’ve seen, fighters drink for free. At least the winners!”

      Johnny and Freddie raised their beers to the smiling couple and went back to drinking and kissing.

      “So, you got over your fear?” Johnny said. “Over us, I mean?”

      Freddie beamed up at him. “Yup. Sorry for making you wait, Johnny.”

      He shrugged. “It was worth it.”

      “It sure was,” she said, and drew him into another kiss.

      “But what was holding you back?”

      Freddie shrugged. “Marvella, mostly. She said I couldn’t kiss you until after my fight. She didn’t want me getting distracted.”

      “Fair enough. She cares about you.”

      “She really does. That was part of it, too. She wanted to make sure you weren’t just a player. I guess maybe I wanted to make sure, too. Don’t look at me that way, Johnny. You seemed too good to be true, okay? I mean, here’s this perfect guy and—wow, I’d better shut up before I make a fool of myself.”

      “No, keep going,” Johnny said, grinning at her. “You were saying something about me being perfect?”

      “Smart-ass,” Freddie said, and socked him in the arm. “I meant it, but I’m not saying anymore. I don’t want your head getting so big we can’t leave the bar. Phew—you drink after a fight, the beer goes straight to your head. Especially when you’ve been cutting weight.”

      “Well, take it easy, then. You don’t want to have a hangover when you wake up at my place tomorrow morning.”

      “Nice try, slick. Not going to happen. Mom would murder me. Besides, we just kissed. I mean, I’m all in. I told you that. And that’s the main reason I waited, really. Just to be sure. Because now you’re stuck with me. I warned you. When I commit, that’s that.”

      Johnny caressed her face and stared into her beautiful eyes. “Me too, Freddie. Together—all the way to the top, right?”

      “And after that?”

      “And after that,” he assured her. Then he smiled. “But let’s not forget to win titles along the way, all right?”

      “Sounds good, Johnny.”

      They kissed for a while, drank more, and swung back around to the topic of Trongo.

      “You know what you’re going to do?” Johnny asked.

      Freddie frowned and shook her head. “Sign, probably? I don’t know. I appreciate Marvella’s faith and yours, too. Really. Thanks. It means so much. But there’s so much risk, you know? Like, what if I don’t sign, and then I drop my next fight?”

      “You won’t lose.”

      “You don’t know that, Johnny.”

      “No, but I believe in you.”

      “That’s great, but what if you’re wrong? What if I lose, and then nobody wants to sign me? What do I do then?”

      “On the flip side, what if you do sign then win the city championship? Then you’ll be locked in with Trongo, and he’ll get you for a thousand bucks, when somebody else would’ve paid ten times that much, maybe more.”

      “Ten thousand would be amazing,” she said, staring through the table and smiling wistfully. “With ten thousand, I could afford treatments for Daddy and still have money left over, if the treatments didn’t work out, to hire some help around the house.”

      Johnny gave her hand a squeeze. He really did love this woman. “You’re a good person, Freddie.”

      She rolled her eyes. “He’s my daddy. Anybody would do the same thing for their father.”

      “No, they wouldn’t,” Johnny said, remembering his oldest brother, Kurt, fighting with their dad when Johnny was six or seven and Kurt was in high school.

      Blood on the walls. Blood on the fucking ceiling.

      But these weren’t thoughts for this happy night. He brushed them aside. “It’s your choice, Freddie, but all I’m trying to say is it’s a risk either way. Like I said, I’ll put my money on you every time. Maybe you should, too.”

      “Maybe,” Freddie said, “but for now, what do you say we quit talking business and just have another beer?”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      The waitress appeared immediately, proving it was indeed a magical night.

      Johnny ordered them two more beers. Then, as the waitress was leaving, he saw something near the bar that made him grin. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a date with destiny.”

      “Huh?”

      Johnny pointed to the smallish black lab standing improbably beside the last bar stool. The dog had only three legs. “I am destined to pet that dog.”

      “You’re crazy, Johnny. But hey—do me a favor and hold on a sec? I really have to go to the bathroom.”

      “All right—if you’ll give me another kiss before you leave.”

      Freddie smiled. “Deal.”

      They kissed, and she left, cutting across the crowded room, past the pool tables, toward the restrooms in back.

      Their beers arrived.

      Johnny drank, feeling incredibly happy and grateful and glancing across the bar from time to time, excited to pet the three-legged dog.

      He was still sitting there, waiting, a few minutes later when the trouble started.
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      At first, probably because he was so happy, Johnny ignored the laughter coming from the pool tables.

      Yeah, it was loud, which should’ve keyed him in. But hey, tonight was the greatest night of his life, so the boisterous laughter made sense in a life soundtrack kind of way.

      But then he heard a deep voice say, “Here kitty, kitty, kitty,” and the laughter erupted again. Not just loud but nasty, too.

      With a spike of alarm, Johnny rose from the booth and saw Freddie flipping a double bird to a huge guy leaning against the pool table leering at her, much to the amusement of his three or four friends. They all wore beaters and slouch hats and looked rougher than hell.

      Freddie turned on her heel, looking pissed, and started toward Johnny, who headed in that direction to meet her.

      The huge guy scowled, carving deep frown lines in his stony face. He lashed out, grabbed Freddie’s tail, and dragged her back toward him.

      “Get over here, girl!” he said, tugging her tail.

      Freddie spun around and started swinging.

      “Oh shit!” Johnny said, rushing forward as Freddie smashed the big guy’s face with a lightning flurry.

      Surprised, he released her tail and came off the table glaring at her, his face bleeding from cuts over both eyes.  “You like it rough, huh? Get her. Gonna take her out back and fuck the tail off her. You can all have a turn. There’s more than one way to skin a cat.”

      One of the guy’s toadies grabbed Freddie’s arm, but she dropped him with a kick to the balls.

      By then, Johnny was in the mix.

      A thug came at him with a pool stick.

      Johnny dipped the attack and sunk his fist into the guy’s gut, doubling him up and sending him to the floor.

      Johnny kept moving, fighting his way toward the big bastard who’d started it all.

      He decked another thug, then his head jerked, full of light, and he staggered sideways, rocked by a sucker punch that triggered an explosion of pain in his ear.

      The big guy lumbered forward, his big fists raised like boulders in front of his laughing face.

      Then, all of a sudden, he wasn’t laughing anymore.

      Getting kicked in the face can do that to a guy.

      Freddie came soaring into Johnny’s view and smashed into the guy’s jaw with a flying side kick.

      She landed catlike on the floor and rolled under the pool table when the big guy swung at her.

      Johnny rushed forward, badly confused. When you’re in a fight, your brain speeds up, slowing the world around you. It’s a survival thing, helping you to recognize and respond to dangers accordingly.

      But other brain processes, like deduction, lag during these moments.

      How in the world had Freddie managed to change outfits in the middle of a bar fight? Suddenly, she was wearing a short blue dress. The dress matched the blue streaks in her hair, which looked more pink than purple.

      Seeing Johnny coming, the hulking asshole braced himself and threw a haymaker.

      Johnny ducked it and hammered the guy in the ribs with a vicious left hook. It was like punching a sack of wet grain—but apparently one with a stick buried inside, because Johnny felt something break inside the guy.

      Johnny came upstairs with a right uppercut, grazed the guy’s chin, and felt the man’s huge arms wrap around him like a pair of synchronized pythons.

      Johnny had fucked up, gotten too close, and given this gigantic monster of an asshole the chance to grapple.

      The huge arms crushed him tight to the barrel chest and squeezed. The guy’s face lit up with triumphant glee, red as a demon’s with excitement and exertion and the cuts from Freddie’s knuckles.

      Johnny couldn’t punch and couldn’t break the bear hug. The guy was too big, too strong.

      But Johnny had grown up fighting, and this was no boxing match.

      Johnny reared back with his head and slammed it forward, smashing his forehead into the guy’s nose, which exploded like a rotten tomato.

      Badly rocked by the headbutt, the guy released Johnny and staggered backward. He stumbled into a brick column, and Johnny was on him, blasting away with power shots, winging hooks and crosses, making the guy’s big head rock from side to side as it came apart, blood flying with every punch.

      The guy went loose in his boots and started sliding down the column, but Johnny kept swinging, drilling him with half a dozen wicked uppercuts that landed clean before the asshole flopped to the floor, out cold.

      A small army of bouncers and good Samaritans waded into the fray, busting up the fight and hauling the assholes toward the door. It took four of them to drag the ringleader across the floor. He trailed a slime of blood in his wake.

      The whole bar stared in shock.

      Johnny realized his hands hurt like hell.

      Looking down, he cursed. Both were clearly broken and already ballooning. One of his knuckles was shoved a full inch back onto his hand, which throbbed all the way to his elbow. His ear was killing him, and he could feel a trickle of blood there.

      He whipped around, searching for Freddie, and she came into his arms.

      Despite everything that had happened, she grinned fiercely. “We wrecked them, babe!”

      Johnny laughed, and held her a second longer, not wanting her to see his fractured hands. Because that would make what he was about to do super awkward.

      Mentally, he triggered a unit of Minor Healing.

      Instantly, the pain in his hands and ear lessened. But they still hurt. Especially his hands.

      Which meant he was too banged up for Minor Healing.

      Lamenting the cost, he triggered his unit of Moderate Healing.

      That did the trick. He was completely healed—all a few blinks of the eye.

      Freddie kissed him.

      He was relieved to see she had no marks on her—save for the ones she’d gotten in her bout with Washington.

      Now, the other Freddie was coming toward them from the other side of the pool table, a crooked grin on her face.

      “I have to give it to you, sis,” Freddie said, grinning like a madwoman. “You really know how to make an entrance.”

      Lennie shrugged, grinning to match her sister. She stuck out a hand. “You must be Johnny.”

      He shook her hand. “And you must be Lennie. Nice to meet you. Weird circumstances, but yeah, nice to finally meet you.”

      Lennie’s grin turned mischievous. “Nice to finally meet me, huh? You mean other than when I was sleeping in panties, and you stared at my ass?”

      Johnny’s face burned as hot as if he’d been slapped. To Freddie, he said, “You told her?”

      Freddie shrugged. “We’re twins. We share everything.”

      “Well, almost everything,” Lennie said. “Don’t get your hopes up, Johnny boy.” Then she hollered across the bar to where a lean guy with a mustache stood, smiling uncomfortably. “You good, Steve? You didn’t mess up your hair did you, buddy?”

      The guy’s uncomfortable smile widened and he came walking toward them.

      “Steve’s my beau,” Lennie said matter-of-factly. “He is not going to be happy to meet you, Johnny,”

      “Why?”

      Lennie looked at him like he was crazy. “Um… are you fucking with me or what, Johnny? You did notice my sister and I kind of, you know, look alike, right? Like we might be, oh, I don’t know… twins?”

      “Yeah, so?”

      Lennie laughed. “You’re funny. Steve, glad you got over here, man. We all feel a lot safer now. Johnny, this is Steve, my special friend and the owner of the Hitting Fist Karate dojo.”

      Steve frowned. “Not Hitting Fist. Hidden Fist.”

      “Ooh,” Lennie said, bouncing her eyebrows up and down. “Kinky! Anyway, meet Johnny. He’s… wait for it… Freddie’s boyfriend.”

      “Boyfriend?” Steve said, barely managing to hold onto a fake smile. He looked back and forth between Johnny and Freddie with naked incredulity and poorly veiled anger.

      Instantly, Johnny understood Lennie hadn’t been kidding. This guy had been banking, somehow, on getting with both sisters.

      “Nice to meet you,” Johnny said, and they shook, staring into each other’s eyes. It felt more like a stare down before a boxing match than a friendly meeting between potential friends.

      The owner came over and apologized to them for what had happened.

      “We don’t normally let such riff raff into The Hawk,” he told them. “I’m terribly sorry. Your tabs will be covered, of course. Is there anything I can get for you?”

      They waved him off, thanking him for the offer, but just as the apologetic man was turning to leave, Johnny stopped him.

      Because he’d noticed a palpable vacancy beside the bar.

      “Hey, there is one thing,” Johnny said. “There was a dog standing over there earlier.”

      The owner smiled. “You mean Stella.”

      “I guess,” Johnny said, figuring Stella was the perfect name for a three-legged dog. “Well, I was really hoping to pet her.”

      “I see,” the owner said with a little frown. “Unfortunately, Stella abhors violence. At the first sign of an altercation, she heads straight upstairs.” He pointed to a stairwell behind the bar. “I wouldn’t be able to coax her back down now with a T-bone steak. I’m so sorry, sir. Please do visit again, and I will make certain to introduce the two of you. Her fur is very soft.”

      Shit, Johnny thought, I was really looking forward to petting that dog.

      They went back to the booth.

      Johnny could see the sisters were very close. Freddie replayed the whole boxing match to her sister, who apologized again for not being able to make it; she’d only just returned from a training camp with Steve, who was apparently not only her boyfriend but also her sensei.

      When Freddie recounted her first kiss with Johnny and the fact that they’d both confessed their love, Lennie beamed.

      “Oh, guys,” Lennie said in a singsong voice, “I’m gonna cry. I’m so happy for you both!”

      Meanwhile, Steve stared straight ahead. His mustache seemed to lower an inch. Dude looked like he’d swallowed a gnat and was trying not to cough.

      Lennie and Steve certainly were an odd pair.

      She constantly joked around, and he was wrapped tighter than a tick’s asshole.

      At least until their drinks came and Steve loosened up and started talking.

      Then Johnny wished the guy had just stayed uptight. Silently uptight, that is.

      Sitting with one arm around Freddie’s shoulders, Johnny smiled politely and nodded occasionally as Steve warmed up and slid into full-blown blabber mode.

      To make matters worse, Sensei Steve wasn’t just blabbing. He was pontificating.

      Meanwhile, Freddie was telling Lennie all about Trongo’s offer. She was still undecided, still afraid, still fixated on that training ring.

      “Dude,” Lennie said, “you should wait. You’re gonna keep kicking ass, sis. You know you will. Hold out, get that extra dough.”

      Freddie frowned. “But the ring…”

      Steve patted Johnny’s arm. “See, what you should have done, Johnny, what I would have done, is kept my distance. I would have feinted with one hand, like this.”

      Steve was really getting into it now. He raised one hand, and stared daggers at an imaginary opponent—the apparition of the guy Johnny had wrecked, actually—doing his best Chuck Norris imitation.

      “When he thought I was going to punch him, I would have snapped out a front kick to his knee. Do you know how many pounds of force it takes to break a kneecap? Sixteen, that’s all. Even for an untrained person like yourself. Then, as he leaned forward, I would have finished him with a spinning hook kick.”

      “That would’ve been something,” Johnny said distractedly, trying to listen to the sisters’ discussion.

      Unfortunately, dude was way into his choreography. “Or,” Steve said, “I might have given him some bait. Let him grab my wrist, say. Here, grab my wrist, and I’ll show you.”

      Fuck, Johnny thought, humoring the guy. To think I could’ve been petting Stella now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 44

          

        

      

    

    
      “Way to go, Johnny!” Annabelle cheered when Johnny woke atop the prospectors’ table again. “Oh my—that kiss! People love Freddie!”

      “Yeah,” Paul said, smiling in yet another new shirt, “and the fight. You really trashed that guy. What an asshole!”

      “But the way you guys confessed your love,” Annabelle said, beaming, “it was perfect. She is adorable. And it all felt so real.”

      “It was real,” Johnny said.

      “Yeah, but you know what I mean,” Annabelle said. “Your riders are going nuts, reliving the scene, the kiss, that look Freddie had in her eyes when she told you she loved you. They can’t get enough.”

      “Well, good for them,” Johnny said, feeling irritated. Everything Annabelle was saying made sense, of course. It was ridiculous to feel irritated. But like Marvella said, we can’t control our emotions. We can only control our actions.

      “And good for us,” Paul said. “Your riders are burning up the web-mind, and it’s working. New people are flooding in by the minute. You broke the Vicarus Top 100 for Movers & Shakers!”

      Annabelle nodded enthusiastically. “And you broke into the top 10,000 Scenarios for the first time. This is big, Johnny. Really big. That kiss did it, the kiss and the love profession. But it’s more than that.”

      “The fight,” Paul said, nodding.

      “No, not the fight,” Annabelle said. “That was cool. I’ve relived that several times myself. But I always unplug before you register the pain in your broken hands. That hurt!”

      Johnny nodded.

      “What I was talking about, the other thing that’s driving us up the charts, is the groundwork you’ve been laying. You were right all along. We’re used to Sylvia situations. Meet a hot girl, bang her, and then go kick some more ass. Which is fun and all. But by taking your time and building a real relationship with Freddie, you’ve given your riders something they didn’t even know they wanted.”

      “Good,” Johnny said.

      Paul cleared his throat. “Annabelle’s right,” he said, looking at his feet for a second. “And I guess I owe you an apology, Johnny. You were right. About Freddie. And about Sylvia.”

      Johnny nodded at him. “No problem, Paul.”

      “But here’s the thing,” Paul said, suddenly growing serious. “Last night, after the sparring match with Apollo Stevenson, you lost a quarter of your riders.”

      “Can’t blame them,” Johnny said. “That sucked. But I plan on rewarding the riders who stuck with me. Big time. I’m going to beat his ass next time.”

      “You’d better,” Paul said.

      “The good news, though, is that you’ve bounced back in a big way,” Annabelle said. “Your riders have really gone to bat for you on the web-mind. They are actively trying to build your base now. They believe in you, and they want revenge on Stevenson. Also, some of the females were touched by your vulnerability and the way you handled the loss.”

      “You’re an anomaly,” Paul said, shaking his head. “Remember when we mentioned female riders last time, how they were joining at unexpected rates? Well, it wasn’t a fluke. More have been streaming in. Tapping into that separate audience has really set the algorithm afire.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me so much,” Annabelle said. “I mean, a little, sure. But what really surprises me is the number of male riders you’ve retained. I thought they’d bail if you took too much time. Then, with the loss to Stevenson, I was really worried, but most of them are hanging in there and enjoying the ride, slow burn romance and all.”

      “Maybe we males aren’t the heartless, one-track-mind assholes people always say we are,” Johnny said.

      “Maybe,” Paul said. “But let’s not get carried away. At this point, you’re an outlier, Johnny. Guys still love winning and getting laid. Sure, but context matters. You’ve proven that. But now that you’ve earned a shit ton of credits, you should consider using some to hurry things along with Freddie.”

      Johnny shook his head. “Here we go again.”

      “Hear me out,” Paul said. “We need you to maximize the buzz while we have it and crank the algorithms, okay? Just spend a few credits on sex with Freddie. We’ll make a lot of money, and you’ll get a lot of credits. Think of it as an extremely wise investment with pleasant fringe benefits thrown in.”

      “Screw you, Paul. This is real.”

      “Again, I find myself agreeing with Johnny,” Annabelle said.

      Paul looked at her with a shocked expression. “But you said—”

      “I know what I said, but talking to Johnny, seeing him… he’s right again, Paul. I know this goes against everything we’ve learned, but Johnny’s onto something. Johnny, do what you think is right.”

      “I will,” Johnny said.  “Now, you said I earned a ton of credits.”

      The prospectors nodded, grinning like a couple of chimps.

      “How many?” Johnny asked.
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      “Welcome back to the Vicarus Rewards Store, sir,” Fiona’s sultry voice said. “It is a pleasure to see you. Your current balance is 2500 Vicarus credits.”

      “Nice to um… hear you, too, Fiona,” Johnny said.

      He couldn’t help but grin. 2500 Vicarus credits was a fortune. If he poured all those credits into power, he’d max out his stat… a light-heavy hitting as hard as a juiced-up Tyson.

      “First, select your rewards category,” Fiona instructed. “To begin, touch the interactive menu.”

      “You don’t have to tell me that every time,” Johnny said. “I’m not punch drunk yet.”

      “As you wish, sir.”

      Three categories appeared, pulsing pink.

      Gear

      Juice

      Experiences

      “Before we get started,” Johnny said, “can I see my current stats?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      The categories disappeared, and his stats appeared.

      Fiona read them aloud as Johnny scanned them.

      

      Fighter: Johnny Rockledge 

      Age: 21 

      Height: 6’0” 

      Weight: 179 pounds

      Reach: 76 inches 

      Total Juice: 500

      Total Juice minus Heart: 400  

      Agility: 53 

      Chin: 79 

      Endurance: 58 

      Heart: 100 

      Power: 76 

      Speed: 64 

      Strength: 70

      “Out-friggin-standing,” Johnny said. “I gained two points naturally.”

      “Yes. Well done, sir.”

      “I get the endurance stat going up. I’ve been training like a madman. But my power has never gone up on its own before. I would’ve expected strength before power.”

      “The fact that your strength remains 70 despite losing 12 pounds of body weight is actually remarkable,” Fiona said.

      Johnny shrugged. He hadn’t thought about it that way.

      “The power boost comes from a combination of training, diet, and improved technique as well as the boosts you put into agility and speed.”

      “Works for me,” Johnny said. He glanced again at the beautiful 2500-credit balance. “So if I spent all of my credits on power, I could max the stat, right? I’d even have 100 credits left over for other stuff.”

      “I am afraid not, sir.”

      “Hold on. Why not? It’s 100 Vicarus credits per stat point boost, right? So 2400 Vicarus credits would take me to 100 in power.”

      “No, sir. I apologize for the confusion, but the price of stat boosts is scaled.”

      “Scaled? So… what? Now that I have more Vicarus credits, you guys are jacking the prices on me?”

      “No, sir. The stat boost credit scale always existed. It’s just that until now you never had enough credits to matter. Would you like me to open the Points subcategory so you can see for yourself?”

      “Please.”

      A second later, his favorite subcategory opened… along with some unfortunate news.

      +1 Permanent Agility Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits (up to Score of 90)

      +1 Permanent Agility Stat Increase: 500 Vicarus Credits (Scores between 91 and 95)

      +1 Permanent Chin Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits (up to Score of 90)

      +1 Permanent Chin Stat Increase: 500 Vicarus Credits (Scores between 91 and 95)

      +1 Permanent Endurance Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits (up to Score of 90)

      +1 Permanent Endurance Stat Increase: 500 Vicarus Credits (Scores between 91 and 95)

      +1 Permanent Power Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits (up to Score of 90)

      +1 Permanent Power Stat Increase: 500 Vicarus Credits (Scores between 91 and 95)

      +1 Permanent Speed Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits (up to Score of 90)

      +1 Permanent Speed Stat Increase: 500 Vicarus Credits (Scores between 91 and 95)

      +1 Permanent Strength Stat Increase: 100 Vicarus Credits (up to Score of 90)

      +1 Permanent Strength Stat Increase: 500 Vicarus Credits (Scores between 91 and 95)

      “Well, that sucks,” Johnny said. “So if I poured all my credits into power, I’d actually have…”

      “With your current balance, sir, you could increase your power to 92 with a remaining balance of 100 Vicarus credits. Is that what you’d like to do, sir?”

      Johnny shook his head. “That would make me one of the hardest-punching light-heavyweights in the world, but I’m not going to blow 1000 credits on boosting my power from 90 to 92. Not when my other stats all need so much improvement. Besides, I learned a lesson sparring Stevenson. Your power stat doesn’t matter if you can’t hit the guy.”

      “I concur absolutely, sir. I should also remind you that you might like to explore the rest of the menu prior to making your final decisions.”

      “Will do. Thanks, Fiona.”

      “My pleasure, sir. I literally exist to serve you. Shall I back out to the main menu, sir?”

      “Let’s skip a step. Open Experiences, please.”

      Fiona obeyed.

      The Experiences menu looked the same as last time.

      He was still tempted by the Fortuitous Meeting selection, but he wasn’t ready to burn 550 credits when things were already on a good course. He’d be better off boosting his stats first.

      Seeing the Pet a Three-Legged Dog in a Bar option, he frowned. “Man, I was really looking forward to petting that dog until shit went sideways.”

      “It was indeed unfortunate, sir. But you know what they say: live to pet a three-legged dog another day.”

      Johnny grinned. “Fiona, you’re developing a personality.”

      “Thank you, sir. I do hope you approve.”

      “I do. Lame joke. But I appreciate you trying.”

      “Would you have preferred every three-legged dog has his day, sir?”

      Johnny laughed. “That’s even worse. Let’s put these horrible jokes behind us and open the Gear menu.”

      “Yes, sir. Right away, sir.”

      The menu appeared.

      Johnny ran through each subcategory. Mostly, he skimmed. His selections had expanded to include things like improved housing options, cars, and expensive jewelry.

      Happily, the conversion rate of 1 Vicarus credit per Fight Town dollar held steady.

      He could use more money. Hell, who couldn’t?

      After the bar fight, he was tempted by the protective shirts.

      In the Residential category, he was again interested in the 2-bedroom motel suite.

      But he would explore the entire menu before choosing anything.

      “Let’s check out the Juice menu.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      Fiona read the Juice menu subcategories aloud.

      Healing

      Modifiers

      Points

      Bling

      “Heh,” Johnny said. “Bling’s new.”

      “Yes, sir. Would you like to start there?”

      “Sure.”

      Unsurprisingly, the three choices under Bling were expensive.

      Scanning them, he smiled, knowing instantly what he would buy.

      At 1500 Vicarus credits, it was super pricey. But he didn’t give a damn.

      After a few clarifying questions, he made his purchase.

      “Very good choice, sir. Your remaining balance is 1000 Vicarus credits.”

      “Great,” Johnny said. He was stoked now and couldn’t wait to get his hands on that training bling. “I’ll spend 900 credits boosting my stats.”

      “Very wise, sir. And the remaining 100 credits?”

      “I want to buy another unit of Moderate Healing. That came in handy.”

      “Excellent, sir. And the remaining 80 credits?”

      He went to the Modifiers menu and scanned the temporary boosts. In the match against Stevenson, they hadn’t helped much. Not at all, truth be told. And afterward, he almost passed out, he was so wiped.

      Also, he was concerned that his base might not appreciate the use of temporary boosts, at least not in a fight. It undermined all the hard work, the slow but steady progress, the sweetness of a hard-earned victory, the thrill of riding with an underdog, the very idea of the persistent contender scrapping his way to the top through guts and determination.

      He got it. Somehow, even to him, temporary boosts felt more like cheating than smaller, permanent boosts.

      But that was stupid and prideful. If he was in a fight with everything on the line, would he rather lose with pride or boost his juice and win?

      Anyone who’s ever fought on after getting his ribs broken would trigger the boost.

      At least if he bought the boosts now, he would have them if he needed them. During a fight, whether it took place in the ring or the barroom, it wasn’t like he could call a timeout, visit the Vicarus store, and call time in again.

      Better to stock up while he had the opportunity, then only use them if he was in desperate need.

      “I’ll take a 10-minute Recovery to Full Juice for 20 Vicarus credits and spend another 30 credits on three 3-minute, 25% Stat Boosts, one for endurance, one for agility, and one for speed.”

      “Prudent, sir.”

      “I’ll convert the remaining 30 credits into cash.”

      “Cash is king, sir.”

      “Heh. You’re really loosening up, Fiona.”

      “Yes, sir. I do hope you approve.”

      “Definitely. Keep it up.”

      “That’s what she said.”

      Johnny laughed. “Well, I walked straight into that one. Let’s buy some juice points.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Fiona reopened the Points subcategory.

      He considered his options, tempted as always to dump every point into power. But the lessons of his loss to Stevenson echoed loudly in his mind.

      He had to be smart.

      Running out of gas in the ring sucked, especially when your opponent was still going strong. Exhaustion nullified all juice stats. Sure, he had been improving his weak-ass endurance naturally, but he needed to improve more quickly.

      “I’ll drop all 900 credits on endurance,” he said.
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      The next morning, Johnny met Freddie outside Coffee & Chess.

      She wore a knee-length blue dress with big, white polka dots and had her long hair pulled back beneath a matching bandana. Two purple braids draped over her shoulders and ran down the polka-dotted swell of her bosom, against which she clutched a large cardboard box wrapped in newspaper comics.

      Her face was a little marked up from the boxing match, but her smile was brighter than the midmorning sun.

      “Good morning, beautiful,” he said.

      “Good morning, handsome.”

      They hugged and kissed.

      “That was nice,” Johnny said, holding her in his arms.

      “Yes, it was. And oh, in case you forgot… I love you!”

      He laughed. “I love you, too. What’s in the box?”

      “You’ll see when you open it.”

      “A gift?”

      “Yup.”

      “Well, what do you know? I have a gift for you, too.”

      She gave him a dubious look. “I don’t see a box.”

      “Your gift’s in my pocket.”

      “Was that an innuendo? Because I haven’t even had my coffee yet.”

      They kissed again and went inside. Usually, the place was pretty empty because they went in so early. Now, it was packed.

      They waited in line.

      When Jenna the cowgirl saw them, she gave an excited wave. “Good morning! Great job last night, Freddie! You were amazing!”

      “Thanks,” Freddie said. “And thanks for coming out. That was really sweet.”

      “Of course! I mean, I see you guys in here every morning. I was so excited to watch you fight. The usual, two large cult coffees?”

      “Please,” Johnny said, pulling out a roll of cash.

      Jenna waved him off. “Not today. Your coffee’s on the house. Speaking of which, my dad wants to talk to you.” She nodded to where the owner of the place, a big bull of a man who sometimes grunted good morning, was busy with one of the large, silver urns.

      “Sounds good,” Freddie said. “We’ll be here for a while. Speaking of which, could we borrow a chess set, please?”

      “Sure,” Jenna said, reaching under the counter and coming up with a rolled-up vinyl board and a bag of pieces.

      They thanked Jenna and found an open table at the side of the busy room, where they set up a game.

      It was Johnny’s turn to play white. He pushed his king’s pawn ahead two spaces, sipped his coffee, and said, “So… quite a night last night.”

      Freddie grinned, pushing her king’s pawn out against his. “Best night of my life.”

      “Mine, too.”

      “Despite Steve talking your ear off about how you should have handled that guy?”

      “Yeah, even with that. At first, he was so quiet. Like awkwardly quiet. But man, dude can talk.”

      “Steve has two modes: weird, quiet guy and know-it-all karate instructor. He’ll stand around all semi-creepy and not say shit. But if he spots what he considers a teachable moment, look out. He’ll talk your ear off.”

      “Yeah, I noticed. I would’ve rather fought another bunch of assholes than listen to Steve for one more minute.”

      Freddie laughed. “Sorry, Johnny.”

      He shrugged and moved out a knight. “Hey, I love you. If that means I have to put up with Steve blabbing from time to time, so be it. But I gotta ask, why is Lennie with him?”

      Freddie brought her knight out, too. “He was her sensei. Still is, I guess, though she’s outgrown him now. That’s why she’s always going off to training camps. Steve teaches traditional martial arts, not kickboxing. And Lennie’s all about real fighting now.

      “But to answer your question, Steve’s older, like twenty-four or something. He was a martial arts prodigy, went to Nationals a bunch of times as a teenager. Actually won the kata division a couple of times.”

      “Impressive.” He brought out a bishop, pinning her knight. “What’s kata? Some kind of weapon?”

      She shook her head and backed up her knight with her bishop. “Forms. The moves are choreographed. It’s like a cross between karate and dancing.”

      “Hmm. Well, good for him.”

      “Yeah, so Lennie started training under him when she was sixteen. Right away, she was his star pupil. She was a prodigy like him, only on the fighting side of things. So I guess they clicked. And she developed a major crush on him.”

      “Gross. So he’s not just a bore. He’s a creeper, too?” Johnny shook his head and took her knight with his bishop.

      “No. It wasn’t like that at all. I’m sure he loved the attention. Steve has a very high opinion of himself. That’s the main point of his teaching, I think. Just to soak up all that awe he inspires.”

      “Steve sounds like a tool.”

      “Yeah, he is. But he’s not a creeper. Lennie hid her obsession for a long time. She didn’t make her move until last year when Steve dumped his girlfriend.”

      “And what’s all this about him not wanting you to have a boyfriend?”

      Freddie rolled her eyes. “He’s living in a fantasyland if he thinks I’d ever go with him. People see twins, and they just assume—but hey, let’s not talk about twinning now, okay?”

      Johnny shrugged, wondering what she meant by twinning. “Sure. You gonna move or what?”

      She took his bishop with hers. “You’re too aggressive, you know that? Bishops are worth more than knights.”

      He shook his head. “You’re too sneaky with your knights.” He brought his other knight out. “I still don’t understand what she sees in him.”

      “At first, she was starstruck. He’s the authority, you know? This twenty-one-year-old hotshot who owned his own dojo, not to mention a sweet car. The whole place is full of his kata trophies and clippings about his wins. And everybody, Lennie included, bows to him and calls him Sensei.

      “And you gotta remember, this was like three years ago, right when Daddy got hurt. We were all reeling. I wouldn’t even leave the house for a year. I was so afraid something would happen, you know? I worried that if I left, Daddy would have a bad spell and need my help.”

      Johnny reached across the table and took her hand. “Ah, Freddie. I’m sorry. That must’ve been rough.”

      She nodded, her eyes misty with memory. “I didn’t handle it well. Lennie kept driving her life. Went to school, got together with friends, threw herself into karate. Me, I couldn’t handle it. I was so afraid. I dropped out of school. Quit talking to my friends. I mean, all I did was hang around the house.

      “Mom tried to talk sense into me, but I was stubborn, and she was overwhelmed. Mom was so worried she puked like ten times a day. I used to worry she was sick or something. Like really sick? I mean, I had these horrible nightmares that she would die, and…”

      Freddie trailed off.

      Johnny didn’t say anything. He just gave her hand a squeeze.

      “But Mom got better, I started going to the boxing gym, and Lennie fell for Steve. Looking back, I guess Lennie and I had opposite reactions to Daddy’s accident. I dug in. She tried to escape. Now, she’s over him. She doesn’t know it yet, but she is.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “We’re twins. We know everything about each other. Honestly, I think she was over him the second they started dating. She just didn’t admit it to herself. Lennie acts all crazy, but she’s a very goal-oriented person. Landing Steve was a goal for a couple of years. And it’s not like he’s terrible. I mean, he doesn’t mistreat her or anything. He’s just… Steve. He loves himself so much, there’s no room for anyone else. But I can see she’s over him by the way she treats him.”

      “I thought she was just joking around with him.”

      “She was. But she’s serious, too. Some part of her mind knows she isn’t meant to be with him, so it makes her fuck with him. And she was legit pissed that he didn’t come over and help us fight those assholes in the bar. Thing is, Steve’s so wrapped up in himself, he doesn’t even care what she says or does. He barely even notices.”

      “You talk to her about it?”

      “Yeah, some. But not much. I mean, he’s not doing her any harm, or I’d kill him. But my sister’s stubborn. She has to do things her way. If I tell her she’s wasting her time with Steve, she’ll probably double down with the guy.”

      “Hmm. Well, I didn’t mean to pry into her business. I just didn’t understand.”

      “Welcome to my crazy life.”

      “Speaking of which, what are you going to do about Trongo?”

      “You’re not going to be happy with my decision. Neither is Marvella. Or Lennie. I think I’m going to sign with him.”

      Johnny sipped his coffee. “Not to tell you your business, Freddie, but maybe you should think about it some more.”

      “That’s all I’ve been doing all night. I didn’t sleep a wink. I just lay there thinking about that bling.”

      “Forget the bling for a minute. Think about the big picture. Think about how much you can sign for after you win the city championship this December.”

      Freddie dropped her eyes. “Honestly, I don’t want to sign on with Trongo. Yet, I mean. I don’t have anything against the guy. But I’d like to hold out for a better deal, you know?”

      “Why don’t you, then?”

      “You know why. Look, Johnny, I’d love to believe in myself the way you do.”

      “Not just me. Marvella believes in you, too.”

      “I know. Lennie does, too. A lot of people do. But I just can’t take the risk. If I hold out and lose, no thousand bucks, no bling, no future.”

      “Well, before you make your final decision, I have something for you that might help you set your fears aside and figure out what you really want.”

      She cocked her head, grinning. “You’re not going to whip out your pocket innuendo, are you?”

      Johnny pulled the gift from his pocket and held it out to her. “I probably should’ve wrapped it or something.”

      Freddie’s jaw dropped open. She stared, wide-eyed.
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      Johnny laughed. “Go ahead, Freddie. It’s yours.”

      Freddie looked from his hand to his face. “Is this a joke?”

      “Nope. It’s real. And like I said, it’s yours. Take it.”

      “But how…?”

      He pushed his hand farther forward.

      Freddie still didn’t take it. “Where did you get the money?”

      Johnny loved her, so he wouldn’t lie. But as tempted as he was to tell her the truth, he knew that wasn’t possible. “Don’t worry about it.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Are you a gangster?”

      Johnny laughed so hard he drew stares from across the crowded café. “No, I’m not a gangster. Before you ask, I’m not a bank robber, either, and I didn’t steal this. Okay? I paid for it myself—and it’s all paid for. I didn’t go into debt.”

      “But these cost so much money. How did you?”

      “I’m not telling you anymore. I promise I got it honestly. You just have to trust me.”

      “I do trust you, Johnny.”

      “Good. Now take the thing.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You have to, Freddie. I would look weird wearing it. Besides, I don’t even have my ears pierced.”

      Freddie laughed. “It’s too much.”

      “No, it’s not. I love you.”

      She smiled. “I love you, too. But it’s still too much.”

      “You’re a pain in the ass, you know that? Look, when you love somebody, nothing is too much. Besides, even if I didn’t love you, I’d owe you.”

      “You don’t owe me anything.”

      “I know—because we love each other. But if we didn’t, I would. You welcomed me to Fight Town, got me started, pushed me. Shit, you taught me how to jab, Freddie.”

      “Big deal.”

      “It is a big deal. To me. But look. I’m not giving this to you as a payback. We’re partners, right?”

      “Right.”

      “We’re going to be the best… together.”

      She nodded. “All the way to the top.”

      “Well, I just happen to have this juice bling. Who am I going to give it to? My partner, the woman I love, that’s who.”

      Freddie bit her lower lip, glanced at the ring, and looked into Johnny’s eyes. “You’re so sweet, Johnny. But this is crazy. You’d have to save every penny you made for a whole year or two to pay for bling like this.”

      “You’re really aggravating. What are we doing here? You want me to give it to your sister instead?”

      “You’d better not!”

      Freddie put her hand on his, sandwiching the ring between their palms.

      He laid his other hand atop hers. “I love you, Freddie. Take the ring.”

      Finally, she took the ring. For several seconds, she turned it in her hands, staring down with awe. When she looked up, she was leaking tears despite the huge smile on her face. “Thanks, Johnny. I mean, I always dreamed of having one of these, but I never thought—”

      She popped from her seat and went to him, wrapping him in a fierce hug before he could even get to his feet.

      He pulled her into his lap, and they kissed, Freddie muttering her thanks whenever they paused to catch their breath.

      “Put it in for me?” she asked.

      “Was that an innuendo? Because I haven’t finished my coffee yet.”

      She thumped her fist down playfully on his chest and tilted her furry ear down to him.

      He opened the hoop, slid it into place, and closed the clasp, then leaned forward to kiss her forehead. “It looks great, Freddie.”

      She beamed and blushed and threw herself into his arms again, kissing him again and again, much to the amusement, Johnny noticed once they had broken apart and gone back to their individual seats again, of several customers around the café.

      “Well, this is awkward,” Freddie said, lifting up the box covered in funny papers. “I feel stupid even giving you this now. It’s so small compared to what you’ve done.”

      “Are you kidding? Come on. Give up the goods, Lopez.”

      She held it out to him over their unfinished game.

      He took it, ripped away the paper, and lifted the lid. At first, he wasn’t sure what it was. Then he touched the soft, black satin and lifted it from the box.

      “Wow, Freddie! Thanks so much. That had to be expensive!”

      She shrugged. “Not as expensive as juice bling. It’s a robe. For fighting, I mean.”

      “I know what it is,” he laughed. “This is awesome. Thanks, Freddie!”

      She twiddled her finger. “Turn it around and look. I had them put your ring name on the back.”

      “My ring name? I didn’t realize I had one.”

      “It was kind of a joke because I’ve made you wait so long. But I actually like it as a ring name for you.”

      Johnny’s laughter cut her off.

      The back of his robe read ROCK HARD.

      “We can change it if you want,” Freddie said quickly. “Do you have another ring name in mind?”

      “No, this is awesome. Johnny ‘Rock Hard’ Rockledge it is. Thanks!”

      “Excuse me,” a deep voice said. It was Jenna’s hulking father, the owner of Coffee & Chess. “I hate to interrupt, but I wanted to congratulate you, Miss Lopez on your victory last night.”

      “Thanks,” Freddie said. “And thanks for the coffee.”

      “Jenna tells me you are here every morning, bright and early.”

      “We are,” Johnny said.

      “We love it here,” Freddie added.

      The man smiled. “That makes me happy. My name is Boris.”

      They all shook and made their introductions.

      “What I’m wondering, Miss Lopez,” Boris said.

      “Freddie, please.”

      Boris gave a dip of his head. Where another man might have widow’s peaks, he had the stubs of sawed-down horns. “Freddie, then. What I am wondering is if we might strike a deal.”

      Freddie raised one brow. “What kind of deal?

      Boris held out a black-and-white patch as big around as the mouth of a large coffee. It read Coffee & Chess and depicted a rook-shaped cup with steam lines coming out of the top.

      “If you would agree to wear this patch on your robe, I will give you free coffee every morning.”

      Freddie took the patch and eyed it for a second. “Large coffee?”

      Boris nodded, looking hopeful.

      “Cult coffee?” she clarified.

      “Of course. We want you to win!”

      “You have a deal—on one condition.”

      “What is that?”

      “You offer the same deal to Johnny.”

      Boris looked at Johnny. “You’re a fighter, too?”

      Johnny nodded. “Just getting started.”

      “He’s too humble,” Freddie said. “Mark my words. He’s going to be the professional light-heavyweight champion of the world someday.”

      Boris grinned. “Okay. Patches and coffee for you both.”

      After Boris left, Freddie said, “Wow, look at you. Sponsored before your first novice bout.”

      “Yeah, thanks. You should be a manager.”

      Freddie fingered the bling ring for a second, smiling at him. “I’m going to do it, Johnny. I’m going to decline Trongo’s offer.”

      He smiled. “I’m glad, Freddie. Hold out for more. I believe in you.”

      “I know you do. And thanks again, Johnny. I wanted to hold out, but—”

      He cut her off with a kiss.

      They finished their coffee and their game, a draw, both of them happily distracted, and left, waving goodbye to Jenna and Boris before going back out onto the street.

      “What are you doing today?” he asked.

      “Hanging out with you?”

      “Cool. I don’t have to work until two. Want to come over and finally see my place?”

      Freddie shook her head. “I don’t trust myself to be alone with you in your room.”

      He bumped into her. “Aw, come on. What’s the worse that could happen?”

      “You know what could happen, Rock Hard. Let’s go to my place instead. We can go up on the roof and meditate, then watch some tapes.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Besides, I can’t wait to show Lennie the ring. She’s gonna shit!”

      They headed for her house, but a crowd of people clogged Holyfield, talking excitedly about the Exhibitionist.

      When they finally worked their way to the center of the commotion, they saw a group of little kids posing for a photograph in front of a life-sized statue of cobbled-together rubbish, a fighter who appeared to be dipping a punch and coming forward, his face hidden behind boxing gloves, save for a determined snarl.

      The realism shocked Johnny. How could the Exhibitionist make such incredible artwork out of recycled trash?

      And why in the world didn’t he come forth and take credit for his work? He would make millions.

      “Ah, there you are,” a familiar voice said, and Johnny snapped out of his wonder to see Phyllis Fischer, the reporter from the Fight Town Tribune coming toward him. “Sorry about the goofy picture last time. It went to press without my approval. What do you say? Have time for a quick interview?”

      “Why don’t you just make up what you want me to say and save us both the time?”

      The reporter shrugged and smiled. “All right. Thanks. That’ll be great.” Then, seeing Freddie, Phyllis said, “Hey, I know you. You’re that up-and-coming girl, the fighter. Lopez, right? I heard you won again last night. Nice going. Congratulations.”

      “Thanks. It was a tough fight. We were both 4-0, fighting our final novice matches.” Freddie held out her hand. “I’m ‘Fearless’ Freddie Lopez. Nice to meet you.”

      “Phyllis Fischer, Fight Town Tribune. The pleasure’s all mine. Great name, by the way. It has real star quality. Nice bling ring you got there.”

      Freddie smiled and touched the ring. “Thanks.”

      “Did you get that for signing with a manager?”

      “Maybe,” Freddie said with a sly grin. “I’m not allowed to say yet.”

      Johnny managed to stifle his laughter. He could see Freddie had hooked Phyllis Fischer’s interest.

      And not just the reporter’s interest. People in the crowd elbowed each other and whispered, eyeing Freddie, who stood there looking beautiful and confident.

      “Look, Freddie, can I do a quick interview with you?” Phyllis said. “Tell me about the fight, your upcoming plans? I might be able to squeeze it into tomorrow’s paper.”

      “Sure. Sounds good.”

      “Great. Thanks.” Phyllis raised her voice. “Hey, Tammy, get over here. I want you to take a few shots of ‘Fearless’ Freddie Lopez, the hot new prospect fighting out of the Ward.”

      “Wait,” Freddie said, and patted her hair. “Photographs? Now? I just got out of bed. My face is all bruised up.”

      “And you’re still gorgeous,” Phyllis said.

      For once, Johnny had to agree with the reporter.

      “Look,” Phyllis said, “I’ll even point it out, tell readers you just rolled out of bed and still look like a million bucks. It’ll have them looking in the papers to see you again.”

      Freddie shrugged. “What the hell? Let’s do it.”

      While Freddie dealt with the newspaper people, Johnny studied the junk masterpiece. It was incredible—so incredible, in fact, that it jarred him, reminding him that he was living in a Vicarus scenario.

      Most of the time, he forgot all about Vicarus and just lived his life.

      But this experience—the unbelievable realism of a bunch of slapped together trash, paired with the unaccountable coincidence of his randomly stumbling across another Exhibitionist masterpiece—reminded him he was part of a life-replacement system and made him wonder.

      Was this just a coincidence? Or was it part of the Vicarus script, drawing the threads of his life here together? Who was the Exhibitionist? What did it all mean? Was this just a bit of world-building color, or did these events have some significance?

      After the interview, the reporter gave Freddie her card. “Let me know when you have news to share, Fearless. I like you, kid.”

      “Thanks,” Freddie said, and she and Johnny started down the block again.

      “We’ll see what she prints,” Johnny said. “I don’t trust her.”

      “Of course not,” Freddie said. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t work with her. She wants to sell papers. I want to sell the fact that I’m an up-and-coming fighter. If I’m going to pass on Trongo’s offer, I have to work extra hard to get noticed. Getting to the top takes more than just training and fighting and winning. It’s about getting noticed. Getting people to talk about me. Getting managers interested. Like Marvella says, closed mouths don’t get fed.”
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      Mrs. Lopez greeted them when they came through the door.

      A little stiffly, Johnny thought.

      Which was weird, since Mrs. Lopez had gotten so friendly over recent weeks. She still insisted on Freddie keeping her door open when they watched fights, of course; but she always welcomed Johnny warmly and had even taken to hugging him lately.

      But not today.

      Which meant Freddie had told her about the kiss. Maybe even about being in love.

      Well, good. He didn’t want to go tiptoeing around.

      Mr. Lopez sat at the table, staring through them.

      Johnny walked over and shook Mr. Lopez’s hand as directly and gently as he did every time he visited. “Good morning, Mr. Lopez. Freddie did a great job last night. That girl Washington was tough, but Freddie almost knocked her out.”

      Mr. Lopez nodded, but his mouth remained fishlike, and his eyes remained blank.

      Behind Johnny, Mrs. Lopez exclaimed, “You signed with Mr. Trongo! Oh, I’m so glad, Freddie.”

      “Mom—”

      “I know you were conflicted, honey, but I really think you made a smart move.”

      “Mom, I didn’t sign with Trongo.”

      “You didn’t?”

      Johnny drifted back in their direction.

      “But the ring,” Mrs. Lopez said. “He gave you the ring anyway?”

      “No, Johnny gave me the ring.”

      Mrs. Lopez looked incredibly confused. She turned to Johnny. “You gave it to her?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “But you’re a dishwasher.”

      Johnny spread his hands. “A man’s gotta work.”

      “Yes, but last time I checked, dishwashers didn’t make enough money to buy juice rings. How could you possibly afford this?”

      “I had some money set aside,” Johnny said. It wasn’t exactly the truth, but it was pretty much in spitting range and would have to do.

      Mrs. Lopez regarded him with open suspicion. “Money set aside? Money from what?”

      “I just had it. Doesn’t matter where from. It wasn’t—”

      “Oh Freddie,” Mrs. Lopez wailed, “he’s a bootlegger!”

      Freddie laughed. “He’s not a bootlegger, Mom. He’s not a gangster, and he’s not a bank robber. He told me he got the money fair and square, and I believe him. You should, too.”

      Mrs. Lopez shook her head, looking troubled, then came over to him with a dangerous light in her eyes. “Look, Johnny, I like you. I really do. Freddie’s been so happy lately. The happiest I’ve seen her since—”

      She glanced toward her husband. “Well, the happiest I’ve seen her in a long, long time. Maybe ever. And yes, she told me about… the two of you. Last night. I’m happy for you, really. You seem like a nice boy. But if you do my daughters wrong…”

      “Mom, stop,” Freddie pleaded.

      Mrs. Lopez stared at Johnny like a tigress defending her cubs. “Well, I grew up in the Avenues, okay? Don’t make me prove that to you.”

      Johnny raised his palms. “Hey, no need to pull your straight razor, Mrs. Lopez.”

      Mrs. Lopez turned to Freddie with a look of surprise. “You told him?”

      “No, I didn’t,” Freddie laughed. “But you sort of just did, Mom.”

      “Whoa,” Johnny said. “You really carry a razor, Mrs. Lopez?”

      “Like I said, Johnny,” Freddie’s mother said, and she jabbed Johnny in the chest with her fingertip. “Don’t make me show you where I’m from, okay? Don’t hurt my daughters.”

      “I’m not hurting anybody.”

      Freddie took Johnny’s arm and started toward her room. “All right, Mom. We’re gonna watch some fights.”

      “Don’t wake your sister. You know how she is in the morning.”

      “All right, Mom.”

      “And leave the door open, Freddie.”

      “Okay, Mom.”

      Freddie paused outside her door. “You might want to avert your innocent eyes, Johnny. There’s no telling what Lennie’s wearing in there. At bedtime, she dresses like a stripper in a heat wave.”

      Johnny stood outside, staring across the room toward the open balcony.

      He heard Freddie open the door and flip on the lights. “Wake up, fat ass! Johnny and I are gonna watch James Toney vs. Michael Nunn.”

      “What the hell, Fred? What time is it?”

      “Noon.”

      “Why you gotta watch so early?”

      “Early? The day’s half over, Len.”

      “Whatever. Fine. But there better be some coffee left. Why’s Johnny standing out there with his back turned?”

      Freddie laughed. “After Mom caught him staring at your ass last time, he’s trying to stay on his best behavior.”

      “Well, tell him to come in. It’s his unlucky day. I got my jammies on.”

      Hearing her, Johnny turned around. As he walked into the room, Lennie rose from beneath the covers and stood up, wearing thong panties and a half-cut shirt that revealed the lower curve of her breasts.

      “Oops,” she laughed. “Sorry, Johnny. Guess I was wrong about those jammies. Oh my gosh! What are you staring at, you perv?”

      Johnny spun around, his face hot with embarrassment and his mind full of Lennie’s scantily clad body.

      He hardened beneath the belt, realizing that’s exactly what Freddie, his love, would look like dressed so provocatively.

      The sisters laughed loudly.

      Eventually, Lennie shuffled past wearing a baggy white t-shirt that barely covered her ass, which swung fetchingly back and forth. “Mom, Johnny was staring at my butt again.”

      “What?” Mrs. Lopez said.

      “I wasn’t—” Johnny started.

      “I’m just messing with you, Mom. Now, step away from the counter, please. Lennie. Needs. Coffee.”

      Johnny went into Freddie’s room.

      She got the fight ready, and they sat down on her bed, leaving the door open, of course.

      “Watch the way James Toney uses head movement to close the gap,” Freddie said, as the two fighters touched gloves and went to their corners, awaiting the opening bell.

      Lennie came in and flopped down between them.

      “Dude!” Freddie said. “You almost spilled coffee on my bedspread. Go sit on your bed.”

      “Nope. Mom’s orders,” Lennie said, wiggling her butt back and forth as she shouldered her way between them. “I’m the mature, responsible chaperone. What are we watching, anyway?”

      “It’s Michael Nunn vs. James Toney.”

      Then, spotting the juice ring, Lennie exclaimed, “Fuck me, Freddie! Holy shit, is that what I think it is? Fuck me!”

      Mrs. Lopez dipped her head into the doorway. “That’s quite enough of that talk, young lady.”

      “Sorry, Mom. But did you see—”

      “Yes, I saw. But that’s no way for a young woman to talk, especially in the company of a gentleman.”

      “A gentleman, huh?” Lennie turned a cheesy grin on Johnny. “You know, I misjudged you, Johnny, ol’ sport.” She pressed her body into his. “You got another of these babies laying around? What’s your stance on twinning, big guy? Ow! Don’t pull my hair, Fred!”

      “Out,” Freddie said, dragging her sister from between them and pointing at the door. “I’m serious!”

      “Chill,” Lennie said. “Look, I’m sorry, all right? I’ll be good. Promise.” She sauntered over and sat on Johnny’s other side.

      He inched over to make room, taking the center of the bed.

      “See?” Freddie said, sliding up against Johnny as if she were claiming him. “I told you she was a pain in the ass. Now I gotta start the fight over.”

      Johnny laughed.

      Freddie got up and went over and started the fight again. He enjoyed watching her move.

      Being sandwiched between a pair of gorgeous twins was kind of distracting, but once the fight got started, Johnny hyper-focused.

      James “Lights Out” Toney, 25-0-1, traveled to Davenport, Iowa, home of middleweight champion Michael “Second To” Nunn, a slick southpaw who entered the fight at 36-0… and a 20-1 favorite to beat Toney.

      Nunn’s speed and skills earned him an early lead on the cards.

      The southpaw landed crisp shots and used his feet to get out of harm’s way, reminding Johnny of his match against Apollo Stevenson.

      As the fight wore on, however, James Toney kept coming, bound and determined to break through the taller fighter’s defenses and bust him up.

      With an unorthodox come-ahead style, Toney stayed low, using constant head movement and throwing hard shots off an effective shoulder roll.

      In the second half of the fight, Nunn—a man so talented he’d never been tested, let alone bested, in 36 contests and 5 successful title defenses—began to fade.

      Toney was unrelenting, a pit bull of a man, dipping and slipping inside to hammer Nunn with hooks and uppercuts and overhand rights.

      Finally, in the 11th round, Toney caught Nunn with a right, nailed him with a hook, and dropped the champion to the canvas.

      Nunn struggled to his feet, but Toney stopped him a short time later.

      “That’s it,” Johnny said, when the fight had finished. Nothing felt quite real. It felt like he was coming out of a dream—a dream where he had learned the key to his success. “That’s how I have to do it.”

      “Um, sis?” Lennie said. “I think lover boy might’ve gone cuckoo bananas.”

      “Do what, Johnny?” Freddie asked.

      Johnny shook his head, staring at the screen. “That’s how to beat Apollo Stevenson. The head movement, the way he threw the right off the shoulder roll. Let’s watch it again. I gotta try this at the gym tonight.”

      “Not tonight,” Freddie said. “Marvella gave us the night off, remember?”

      “To hell with a night off,” Johnny said. “I’m gonna beat this guy!”
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      Saturday night, when Johnny came through the gym door, Marvella whacked him with her cane.

      “What was that for?” he asked, rubbing his arm.

      “Jimmy tells me you were in here last night training.”

      Johnny shrugged. “So?”

      “So if I tell you take the night off, you take the night off. Get ready. Then three rounds of shadow, three rounds on the rope.”

      Johnny nodded and headed for the locker room.

      Freddie was stretching out on the mats, waiting for him. She lifted one hand to the glowing ring in her ear, grinned at him, and waved.

      Johnny grinned and gave her a thumbs-up but kept moving. They had agreed to avoid kissing in the gym. And not just because Marvella would probably crack them with her cane. If they started hugging and kissing, they might lose their edge.

      At least in the gym. Outside the gym, they couldn’t stop kissing each other.

      They shadowboxed and jumped rope.

      Jumping rope still warmed Johnny’s calves and got his heart pounding, but thanks to his new and improved endurance, it didn’t wreck him, and he recovered quickly.

      His new energy level had shocked him the previous night, when he’d come in alone and trained hard, mostly shadowboxing and pounding the heavy bag. No matter what he did, he worked on his head movement.

      He did the same thing this night.

      “It’s a miracle,” Marvella said, coming over to them. “You finally decided to move that big head of yours?”

      “Teach me how to do it right,” Johnny said.

      “I been trying for weeks,” Marvella said. “Maybe now, after the other night, you’ll finally listen.”

      “Count on it,” Johnny said.

      Turning to Freddie, Marvella said, “How’s that ring treating you, baby?”

      Freddie grinned. “Good. Johnny and I ran this morning, and I felt the ring working all day.”

      “Good,” Marvella said. “And I’m glad you didn’t sign with Trongo. Not yet, anyway.”

      The day before, Freddie had called Trongo and given him the news.

      Mrs. Lopez worried about Freddie burning bridges, but Trongo wasn’t mad. Business was business. He wished Freddie luck and asked her not to sign with anybody without giving him a chance to counteroffer.”

      Freddie agreed to give him a shot.

      “How you feeling?” Marvella asked Johnny.

      “Good.”

      She tapped his head. With her hand this time, not the cane. “Up here, I mean.”

      Johnny nodded. “Good. I mean, I hate losing. You know that. But I’m ready to train, ready to work hard and learn.”

      He told her about watching the Toney-Nunn fight.

      Marvella smiled. “Good fight. And perfect fight for you to watch now. But don’t stop there. Watch his other fights, too. Barkley, Jirov, Holyfield. Especially Holyfield. You can’t become James Toney, but you can learn from him. Freddie, you’re on the heavy bag. Johnny, come with me.”

      Marvella got her mitts and told Johnny to glove up. Then they went up into the ring.

      As usual, once Marvella started moving around the ring, it was like she no longer needed the cane leaning against the turnbuckle.

      “All right now. Come ahead. Pump the jab, cut off the ring, and let’s see you move that head.”

      Johnny did as he was told.

      She shook her head, looking mildly disgusted. “Your head movement sucks, kid, but at least you’re moving it. Hold on. Like this, see? Don’t lean your face forward so much. Somebody will catch you with an uppercut. Up and down with the legs, side to side with the waist. That’s a little better, but man, you need rhythm, kid.”

      For a split second, Johnny second-guessed his decision to dump all those credits into endurance. Should he have built up his agility more?

      He didn’t think so. All the rhythm in the world wouldn’t do any good if he was too tired to do what he had to do.

      Besides, what was done was done. No use second-guessing it now.

      What mattered was the future—and preparing for it.

      Marvella slid into a southpaw position and held the mitts, calling out combos, working in a lot of slipping, blocking, and countering.

      It wasn’t their usual balls-to-the-wall session, marrying power and conditioning. This was slower work, and she stopped frequently to critique his technique, showing him how to use a shoulder roll against a lefty. It was a deeper roll and put him too far outside to do much with his left. He had to either fire a right or dip back inside, watching the hook, and go to work on the body.

      “Stevenson ain’t gonna stand there waiting for you,” Marvella said, “and you won’t have 12 rounds to wear him down. Next time you get in the ring with him, you gotta shake him up. Knock him out of his rhythm.”

      Johnny nodded, taking it all in.

      “You know how they score fights, right? Hard clean punches, effective aggression, and ring generalship. That last one, that’s what Stevenson does best. He controls the action. How does he do that? By getting off first and controlling the distance. He’s a gatekeeper. He tends that gap, uses it to his advantage.”

      Johnny understood all too well what she meant. Wherever he didn’t want Stevenson to be, that’s where he was.

      “Most novices, they get in that middle range and just hang there, a little give and take, you go, I go, shit like that. Not Stevenson. He won’t give you an inch, you feel me? You gotta close that gap. But how?”

      “Head movement?”

      Marvella nodded. “That’s part of it. The other night, he got off first and froze you. Then he’d jab out and go back to circling before you could counter. You tried to stalk him, he’d wait for you to change directions then get off first, freeze you, and circle out again. That style’s very hard to beat, especially in the amateurs.”

      She clapped the mitts together. “Block the jab with your lead hand and freeze in place.”

      She threw the punch.

      Johnny got his lead hand up, stopping the punch, and held still.

      “Good. But look where you are.”

      He was low, the way he wanted to be, and his hands were in position. But his head was in the wrong spot, completely lined up for her straight left.

      “You try to roll on my left, you won’t make it, you feel me? You gotta get ready to roll when you block the jab.”

      “How?”

      “Turn that lead foot. That’s it. A little more. See how your body turns with it?”

      Johnny nodded. “It loads my right.”

      “Yeah, plus your shoulder’s already moving in the right direction. Most guys can’t roll against a southpaw. But you, you’re gonna learn. Catch that punch on your shoulder, come right back with a choppy right hand, you feel me?”

      Johnny rolled and threw the shot slowly, trying it on for size.

      “That’s it. He comes back with a hook, roll back the other way. That’s it. Dip under it. Then bull into him, drive him back. Keep your head on the outside where he can’t land his straight shots, you feel me? Like I said, you won’t have 12 rounds to wear him down, but you mess up his rhythm, he won’t have 12 rounds to figure out what you’re doing and adapt, either, you feel me? You start timing that hook, you can roll under it but instead of tucking and bulling, dig a hook to the liver instead.”

      They worked it for a while. Marvella showed him how to incorporate the roll and counter while coming forward, moving his head, eating up the distance without lunging.

      “You gotta disrupt him,” she said as they wrapped up with the mitts. “Get inside, stick to his chest, use his height and reach against him, you feel me?”

      “Yeah,” Johnny said. “Smother his punches.”

      “That’s right. Good work, kid. You got a knack for adapting. That’s a rare thing, you feel me?”

      Johnny nodded.

      “I ain’t gonna lie. Beating Stevenson is a tall order. You’re going have to work your ass off. Train hard, train smart. No fucking around.”

      “I’m serious, Marvella. You know that.”

      “I know you are, kid. That’s why I didn’t just tell you to forget Stevenson and go back to basics. But like I said, tall order. I’ll give you credit. You got heart, kid. You showed it against Jobbo, and you showed it again the other night. Hell, you show it every night in here, working your ass off.”

      Johnny nodded and managed not to smile. It was the nicest thing she’d ever said to him, so he wouldn’t ruin it by showing she’d pleased him.

      “But I’m not gonna shit you. If you want to beat Stevenson, you’re gonna have to learn a lot, and you’re gonna have to work harder than ever. You gotta get in shape, kid. I mean for real, for real.”

      Johnny stared into her eye. “I’ll work harder than I ever have in my life. Count on it.”

      “All right, kid. You do that. I’ll line up some sparring for you later this week. Mostly lefties, you feel me? Now, quit sandbagging and go hit those bags.”

      Johnny laughed and slipped through the ropes.

      Behind him, Marvella called down to Freddie. “Lopez, get your skinny ass up here!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 49

          

        

      

    

    
      As the weeks fell away and July became August and August burned into mid-August, Johnny worked harder than ever before.

      Every minute of every sweltering round, he visualized himself pummeling Apollo Stevenson. Every punch, every slap of the jump rope, every pull-up, every wind sprint… they were all steps in the long journey to vengeance and redemption.

      Dumping credits into endurance proved to be a great move. With significantly improved energy, Johnny trained harder every minute of every session. His punches stayed crisper, and with better conditioning, he stayed mentally sharper, allowing him to learn more and make adjustments more effectively. It’s tough to improve your footwork, of course, when you’re so tired that you’re just focused on punching your way through a round.

      Marvella set up top-notch sparring sessions, pitting Johnny against southpaws, slick and speedy fighters, and Lev Janson, a pro out of Ram’s Gate who could move and punch like Stevenson.

      Johnny hung tough.

      Thanks to his juice boost, determination, and the quality of his training and opposition, Johnny improved with remarkable speed, soaking up Marvella’s instructions, which focused on head movement, closing the gap, cutting angles, and getting off first.

      The juice ring magnified Freddie’s hard work, too, so she also progressed by leaps and bounds. Not a day went by when she didn’t thank Johnny for his generous gift.

      Meanwhile, Johnny and Freddie pushed and supported each other and grew closer every day.

      Their morning runs got longer and faster.

      At Coffee & Chess, their clashes grew epic, with Johnny edging Freddie most days.

      Rooftop meditation deepened. Johnny cruised the streets of his grid, unblocking avenues. Thanks to this, the life he was leading—the cult coffee, clean food, and his total focus—his juice flowed more and more freely.

      He knew his stats were improving. He just didn’t know how much because there were no more Vicarus interfaces.

      Why?

      Impatient riders probably dropped him because he hadn’t fooled around with Freddie yet.

      Again, so be it.

      He loved Freddie. She loved him. That love deepened every day.

      She wasn’t ready for sex yet. Partly because that was her nature—holding off, then going all in—but also because, as every fighter knows, sex weakens the legs and dulls the cutting edge.

      And right now, they both had everything on the line.

      Better to wait just a while longer.

      On a Wednesday night in Coyote Circle, Johnny helped Marvella corner Freddie’s first open-class bout. Freddie drew a 15-3 fighter and beat her easily, outpointing her every round on all three cards.

      The next day, she received a phone call from Trongo and offers from two additional managers. The offers crept up to a $2500 sign-on bonus.

      “What are you going to do?” Johnny asked the next morning at Coffee & Chess.

      “I’m tempted to pit them against each other,” Freddie said. “Marvella thinks someone would go up to $3000. But I’m not going to do it.”

      Johnny grinned at her, happy to hear it. “Why not?”

      “If I hold out and win the open-class city championship this December, I’ll get a lot more. Probably $10,000 up front—enough to try helping Daddy—and likely a weekly stipend so I can quit the pool and focus full-time on fighting. It’s a huge risk, especially because it means facing Dominica in a real bout, but thanks to you, I believe in myself.”

      “You should,” Johnny said. “You’re going to do it, Freddie. I know you will. And winning the city championship is only the beginning. All the way to the top, right?”

      She leaned across the table and kissed him. “All the way to the top, my love.”

      The next day, Marvella asked Johnny, “How’s your weight, kid?”

      “It’s getting there. 177.”

      Marvella nodded. “Good. That’s good. But get it down to 75. You don’t want to be going without food and water before a fight, trying to sweat off the last pound, you feel me? The habits you make now, they’ll stick. I won’t have none of this yoyo shit. Don’t be like Jobbo. Be like Freddie. Your girl gains a pound or two between fights but takes them off easy. That way, she’s only fighting one fight at a time, not her opponent and the scale.”

      Johnny nodded, but he could tell Marvella had more to say. “Why are you telling me all this now?”

      “There’s a card coming up next month. Big venue, big crowd. Lots of exposure for the winners. It’ll mostly be pro bouts. But they got some space for amateurs, too. Even novices.”

      “Awesome,” he said, grinning from ear to ear. “Get me on it. I’m ready.”

      Marvella’s face remained stoic. “It’s in Wolf Town.”

      Johnny’s heart ratcheted up. “Sign me up.”

      “You know which gym is hosting.”

      He smiled. “Yeah, I can guess. Wolf Pack Boxing.”

      “That’s right. The way boxing works, other trainers, they won’t send their novices. Their light-heavies, I mean. The way they see it, let some other trainer’s kid pad Stevenson’s record, you feel me?”

      Johnny nodded.

      “We go to Wolf Town, I guarantee they’ll match you with Apollo Stevenson.”

      “That’s what I want.”

      Marvella stared at him for a few seconds without speaking. “Fighting in Wolf Town sucks. The whole neighborhood rivalry thing? Neighborhood pride is a fucking religion in Wolf Town. And it’ll be Stevenson’s home turf. He’ll be looking to put on a show for his pack, you feel me? You see the writeup about him in the Tribune?”

      “I read it,” Johnny said, remembering the opening lines of the article: This Wolf Town light heavy claims he’s the future champ. He just might be right.

      “Stevenson’s people are getting him press. This upcoming show, they want a showcase bout, want him to spank somebody real good for the home crowd and walk into the City Championships at 4-0. The whole thing smells of a manager grooming a prospect.”

      “Well, I got a surprise for them.”

      Marvella frowned. “You been training hard, kid. And don’t go getting a big head, but I gotta say, I’ve never seen a fighter improve so much, so quickly. But Apollo Stevenson is still a tall order. Let’s sit this one out. There’s another card the week after over in Goatland.”

      “I don’t want to wait. I want to fight Stevenson.”

      “I know you do, kid. Some people talk shit, say they want to fight the best, but you see the doubt in their eyes. Not you, though. I can see you want it. But as a trainer, one of my jobs is protecting fighters from themselves. You’re not ready for Stevenson.”

      “I am ready.”

      “Maybe you are, maybe you’re not. But the way you’re improving, why not sit this one out? This’ll be Stevenson’s fourth fight. He won’t fight again until the City Championship. And yeah, you’ll meet him there. But that would give you time to train more and get a few fights and some smokers under your belt.”

      “No. I want to fight him now. It’s all I’ve been thinking about for a month. That’s what I’ve been working for, every second of every round. I want payback now—”

      “But—”

      “You always say the best fight the best, Marvella.”

      “Yeah, kid, but not in their first fight.” She threw her arms in the air. “Forget it. I should’ve never told you. I should’ve never even said a fucking word.”

      “But you did.” Johnny pointed at her. “You did tell me about the card. You could’ve passed on the opportunity, and I might never have even known. Why? Why tell me if you don’t want me to fight?”

      “Fuck if I know. I wish I hadn’t. It’s a dumb ass idea, you—”

      “Fuck that, Marvella. You never would’ve told me if you didn’t think I could beat Stevenson.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about, kid. You don’t—”

      “Yeah, I do. Maybe you don’t want me to fight him. Or maybe you do. My guess, you don’t even know.”

      Marvella laughed. “What are you now, a shrink? Gonna change your ring name from Rock Hard to The Psychiatrist?”

      “I don’t give a shit what my ring name is. I just want to fight Stevenson. And not in December. Now. Put me on the card.”

      Marvella glared at him for several seconds.

      Johnny’s stare never wavered. He’d never talked back to her, never put his foot down on anything before.

      Marvella cracked first. A grin ruined her scowl. “You’re crazy, you know that, kid?”

      Johnny shrugged. “If wanting to kick Apollo Stevenson’s ass makes me crazy, then yeah, I’m crazier than a long-tailed cat at a vacuum cleaner convention.”

      “Well, if you really want to commit suicide, who am I to stop you?”

      “You don’t believe that, Marvella. Otherwise, you wouldn’t let me fight.”

      “Here we go with the Freud routine again. Look, you might beat this asshole, okay? But I’m not shitting you. It’s a long shot. You’re gonna have to focus and train even harder.”

      Johnny nodded sharply. “I will.”

      “And you’re gonna have to rely on your greatest strength.”

      “My chin?”

      “Heh. You got a good chin, kid, but trust me, that’s a rep you don’t want. Fighters who get famous for taking a good beating retire early and spend the rest of their lives mumbling to empty bar stools. Besides, you got something better than your ability to take a punch.”

      Mentally, Johnny scratched his head. Marvella couldn’t know his stats. Though he figured she could probably guess pretty close after all the time she’d spent around the fight game.

      Had she guessed at his heart stat?

      It was doubtful. Vicarus had shown him that, but other fighters’ juice stats never included heart.

      “You know what your greatest strength is, kid?”

      “Power?”

      “No.” Marvella lifted her cane and rapped his skull. “It’s in here. Your ring IQ. You feel me?”

      “I guess.”

      “You got good eyes, kid, and a good mind for fighting. You adapt well. That’s rare as hen’s teeth. People get the idea, maybe even know what they should do, but there’s a big difference between talking and doing. Most fighters get stuck in a groove before they even have their first fight. You, you can switch things up, even in the middle of a sparring match. That’s good. That’s real good. And that’s what you’re going to have to do to kick Stevenson’s ass.”

      Johnny nodded. “Tell me how to do it.”

      Marvella grinned. “That’s what I’ve been doing all along, kid. I knew your crazy ass would want this fight. Now get ready to take it to the next level.”
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      Johnny jabbed the double-end bag and dipped right.

      The ball stretched away.

      Johnny swung his head back to the left as the bag came back at him.

      “That’s it,” Marvella said. “Keep in there. Dip, dip, tap. Dip, dip, tap. Cut an angle now. All that head movement’s no good unless you put it to work. That’s it. Jab, shoulder roll. That’s it. Deeper now. Jab, shoulder roll, come back with the right. Yeah, that’s it. On point, kid, on point.”

      For the weeks since Marvella had put his name on the Wolf Town card, they had worked harder than ever. During conditioning, Marvella tortured him, wringing every point of juice out of his increasing endurance.

      Marvella designed everything else—shadowboxing, mitt work, bag work, counter drills, and sparring—on the assumption that Johnny would be matched with Apollo Stevenson.

      Everything boiled down to head movement with a purpose. That was his mantra.

      Get inside, unload, disrupt.

      Make it ugly.

      And never stop swinging.

      “Everything you do sets something up, you feel me? The jab, it sets up the right hand or lets you get your angle. That shoulder roll loads the right, which cocks the hook. Nothing is one-and-done. Everything affects everything else. No offense, no defense. It’s all one, and it never quits. And it’s all about getting you where you need to be. Where’s that?”

      “On his chest.”

      “That’s right.” Marvella held out her cane. “Dip in here. That cane’s his jab.”

      Johnny came ahead, picturing it, imagining Stevenson’s stiff jab and dipping underneath it, breathing sharply as he ripped uppercuts and hooks.

      “You get in that zone, you gotta unload,” Marvella told him. “Never stop moving. Never stop punching. You get inside, make it count, you feel me?”

      August was gone. September burned like autumn would never arrive.

      One night, Marvella took him over to one of the big, freestanding fans that made the sweltering gym slightly more tolerable.

      “Get in fighting position,” Marvella said, placing him five feet in front of the big fan. It blasted away, hitting him square in the face, making him squint.

      “Now pretend that fan’s Stevenson,” Marvella said. “Come inside and let him have it. Don’t be stupid. Pull your punches. Pretend his face is one inch from the face of the fan, you feel me?”

      Johnny dipped his head from side to side and surged forward, squinting against the hard wind, and unloaded punches, seeing Stevenson’s cocky face in his mind.

      “I thought I told you not to be stupid!” Marvella said.

      “What do you mean? I didn’t punch the fan.”

      “No, but you fight stupid like that, you’re gonna lose.”

      Johnny growled with frustration. “I don’t understand.”

      “Stevenson’s not gonna just stand there, letting you work your game plan. He’s gonna unload on you, right?”

      Johnny nodded. “That’s why I’m moving my head.”

      “Be smart, kid. The wind coming out of that fan, that’s Stevenson’s punches. Now, get back in there and let him have it.”

      Johnny got in front of the fan again and raised his fists, feeling the wind—Stevenson’s punches—pound into him.

      The face of the fan—Stevenson’s face—was five feet away through a steady stream of straight shots.

      And that’s when, after months of training, everything finally clicked for Johnny.

      Moments like these are high-water moments for fighters, moments when the theoretical becomes real, moments when all their countless hours of training and instruction and struggling to understand finally come together, moments after which everything is changed forever.

      He came ahead, dipping low, swinging from side to side, jabbing into the wind, and used his feet to angle outside the buffeting breeze. From this angle, he got in close and launched a hellacious combination. Then he dipped under the fan’s blast, again using his feet, and worked the left, cranking a double hook to the fan’s slender stand then finishing with a hook that brushed the face plate.

      “That,” Marvella said, “is how you beat him.”

      Johnny’s focus on head movement with a purpose didn’t stop at the gym.

      He bought a length of rope, strung it at shoulder height cross his room at the Oasis, and walked it hundreds of times a day, dipping under the rope, coming ahead, ripping hooks and uppercuts, leaning into deep shoulder rolls and firing choppy rights over the rope.

      Every time he left, Millie tidied his room, left him another origami creature, coiled his rope, and hung it upon the hook that served as one anchor point.

      One day, Lou let Johnny leave work early to accommodate the schedule of a visiting southpaw Johnny wanted to spar.

      Johnny unlocked his door and started to open it.

      “Eek!” Millie’s voice cried from inside. “Please don’t come in, sir!”

      Johnny paused there, hand on the knob. “You’re naked again, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, sir,” Millie confessed, her voice warbling with shame. “I thought you would be gone for hours.”

      Was this a regular thing with her, cleaning his room in the nude? He’d thought it just happened that once. He was tempted to ask but didn’t want to embarrass Millie. The poor girl was so shy and clearly embarrassed. “How much time do you need?”

      “Um…”

      Beyond the door, Johnny’s bed squeaked. He heard Millie straining. She sounded frustrated.

      What the hell was she up to in there?

      A disturbing thought occurred to him. “Are you alone?”

      “Yes, sir. Of course. I would never bring someone else into your room.”

      “Okay,” he said. “You sound… stuck. Do you need help?”

      “No! I mean, no thank you, sir. Please. I beg you not to open the door. I would die if you opened it now.”

      “Well, we can’t have that. But look, I gotta get to the gym, all right? Seriously, how much time do you need?”

      “Um…” More squeaking, more struggling. “Just a few minutes, sir. I’m so sorry.”

      “No problem, Millie. Just hurry if you can. I don’t want to be late.”

      “I’m sorry, sir. I’ll hurry. I don’t want you to be late. Oh, this is terrible. I’m so ashamed.” Millie growled with exertion, and the bedsprings squeaked faster and louder. “Almost… there… sir.”

      What was she doing?

      After half a round of fierce struggle, Millie finally sighed. The bed squeaked, and he heard her tiny feet sprint across the floor. The bathroom door shut. “Okay, sir.”

      When Johnny entered the room, his mouth dropped wide open. Once again, Millie’s uniform—lingerie included—lay atop his unmade bed. But this time, his rope curled among the discarded garments, its thick length tied into various knots and loops.

      Johnny couldn’t help but wonder what Millie had been up to in there. Was she crazy?

      He didn’t have time to ponder the possibilities. The southpaw was already at the gym, waiting for him.

      He grabbed his gear bag, called goodbye to Millie, and hurried out the door even as she cried out her shame and thanks.
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      Freddie fought again, outhustling a 19-5 fighter for a close yet unanimous decision and taking her record to an impressive 7-0.

      Phyllis Fischer did another short piece on Freddie for the Fight Town Tribune, calling her “the Ward’s hottest prospect.”

      “Gotta say Phyllis Fischer is right,” Johnny said, eying the photo they’d included of Freddie. “You look super hot!”

      “Thanks, dork,” Freddie said, and sipped her cult coffee. One cheek was a bit swollen from the fight. “But once you beat Stevenson, you’ll dethrone me as the Ward’s top prospect.”

      “I don’t give a shit about that,” Johnny said. “I just want to beat his ass.”

      “You will, babe. I know you will.”

      Freddie constantly pushed him, constantly cheered him on, constantly voiced her faith in him.

      He loved their daily routine.

      He didn’t even mind the run anymore. The miles peeled away, and when they sprinted, his toes skipped over the pavement like a speedboat skipping up a river.

      Every other day, they ditched chess and started taking their coffee to go in order to have more time to study classic fights. They focused mainly on fights and fighters who would help Johnny develop the style and skills he needed to defeat Stevenson.

      They watched and rewatched more of James Toney, discussing the way he adapted to his opponents as he defeated Barkley, Jirov, and even the great Evander Holyfield, gaining more weight with every bout but never losing his incredible balance.

      That balance was key. Toney’s agility score of 95, unheard of among bigger men, permitted his phenomenal performances.

      Johnny wouldn’t second-guess his choice to up his endurance—that move had made all his hard work and rapid improvement possible, after all—but he sure wished his agility was higher, too.

      Most mornings, Lennie the night owl pulled the covers over her head and grumbled while they watched the fights, but usually joined them before they were finished.

      Despite—or perhaps because of—Freddie’s complaints, Lennie quit even trying to cover her ass. She’d slip out of bed in panties, pop onto her tiptoes, and stretch her arms overhead, lifting her cut-off t-shirt until it exposed the lower curve of her bare, wobbling breasts.

      Then she’d pile onto the bed beside Johnny, pressing into him and stealing his coffee.

      Needless to say, Johnny spent more and more of his life living up to his ring name: Rock Hard.

      When Lennie left for another training camp in the mountains, the room seemed too quiet.

      “She’s a pain in the ass,” Freddie remarked, “but she’s also my twin. I hate it when she goes away. I love her and miss her.”

      “Me too.”

      Freddie grinned at him. “You love her?”

      “I meant I miss her.”

      Freddie quirked a brow. “You know she broke up with Steve.”

      “She did?”

      Yeah, two months ago, right after the bar fight and all that. Right after you two met.”

      “Good. She deserves better than Steve.”

      Freddie nodded. “She really does. Like I said, Lennie’s a pain in the ass, but I love her. No matter how much it pains me to admit it, she deserves the best.”

      They watched Marciano, early Tyson, Smokin’ Joe Frazier, and Johnny’s favorite, the amazing Henry Armstrong, a study in perpetual motion, head movement, and unrelenting brutality.

      Johnny analyzed every second, hashing it out with Freddie, and then did his best to apply these lessons to his own style at the gym each night.

      One week out from the fight, his weight hit 175.

      He’d been in good shape at 190. Now, his entire body, washboard abs included, was as hard as sculpted granite.

      In his gut, he knew he would be fighting Apollo Stevenson. He was sure of it, official announcements be damned.

      Everything was coming together.

      His only concern, other than putting it all together and winning the fight, was Vicarus.

      He hadn’t interfaced for two months. He still hadn’t avenged his loss, still hadn’t fought a real bout, still hadn’t gotten physical with Freddie.

      Which had apparently lost him some Vicarus riders.

      The question was, how many?

      And then, finally, on the night before the fight, he got his answer.

      “I’m not going to say this is do or die,” Paul said sourly, “but this is do or die, Johnny.”

      “It’s true,” Annabelle said. “You have to win your fight tomorrow. Luckily, your riders are fiercely loyal. They love you, Johnny, and they love Freddie, and they respect your hard work. They believe in you.”

      Paul nodded. “But even their faith has its limits. You gotta win this fight, or they’ll bail, too. Everybody loves a comeback story, but nobody wants to be a loser.”

      “The good news,” Annabelle said, “is that your true fans have been blowing up the Vicarus boards, sending shockwaves across the web-mind, supporting you, building buzz, luring people over to your perspective.”

      “That’s awesome,” Johnny said, feeling real gratitude toward his supporters for sticking with him and helping spread the word. It felt good to know they believed in him, and he knew without them, he would be nothing. Literally.

      He would reward their loyalty and give them the ride of their life.

      “With the big fight tomorrow,” Annabelle continued, “a bunch of subscribers have signed up. Which brings us to the good news… you have some credits to spend.”

      “Spend them wisely, dude,” Paul interjected, “or we’re all screwed! Game over!”

      In the Vicarus store, Johnny learned he had 1000 credits to spend.

      Seeing that number, he felt a surge of excitement—and another surge of gratitude toward his supporters, who were cool enough to stick with him through thick and thin.

      He needed every edge he could get to beat Stevenson, especially since the Wolf Town fighter was benefiting day after day from wearing juice bling.

      “Could I see my current juice stats before spending my credits, please? It feels like my juice has gone up.”

      “Certainly, sir,” Fiona said.

      

      Fighter: Johnny Rockledge

      Age: 21 

      Height: 6’0” 

      Weight: 175 pounds 

      Reach: 76 inches

      Total Juice: 523 

      Total Juice minus Heart: 423 

      Agility: 57 

      Chin: 82 

      Endurance: 71

      Heart: 100 

      Power: 77 

      Speed: 66 

      Strength: 70

      

      Johnny whistled, happy to see that all of his stats—except heart, which had already maxed out, and strength—had gone up naturally over the last two months… in some cases by a few points.

      He was a whole different animal than he’d been when he’d sparred Stevenson. Thanks to his hard work and his last visit to the Vicarus store, his endurance had gone up by a whopping 13 points.

      The real surprise, however, was chin. It had gone up by 3 points… naturally.

      “Not that I’m complaining, but how did my chin improve? Isn’t that natural? I mean, isn’t that mostly your nervous system and stuff? How does training help your ability to take punches?”

      “You are correct to a point, sir. The ability to take punches, much like the power of one’s punches, is largely mystical in nature. One simply takes a good punch or does not. But you have improved your chin stat through strengthening your neck muscles and by sparring, where you’ve learned how to take punches. Also, your general juice cultivation has improved, and that also boosts your chin.”

      “Outstanding,” Johnny said then turned to the business at hand.

      He considered each attribute, imagining how any given boost would help him beat Stevenson.

      It only took a moment. Several times a day for the last two months, he’d weighed his theoretical options while visualizing a return to the Vicarus store for an opportunity like this.

      He just took a minute, making sure his naturally improved stats didn’t change his conclusions.

      They didn’t.

      “I know how I want to spend all 1000 Vicarus credits, Fiona,” he said confidently. “Boost my power by 1 point, my speed by 3, and put the other 6 into agility.”
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      They piled into Marvella’s beater at seven in the morning and drove across increasingly rougher neighborhoods until they reached the Northeast shithole known as Wolf Town.

      Everyone on the buckling streets and sagging porches—and there were a lot of people out, many of them drinking forties and smoking weed even at this early hour—were wolves. Seeing Johnny peering out the window, wolves flipped him the bird and shouted, “Get the fuck out of Wolf Town, human!”

      After some kids threw rocks at them, Marvella told Johnny and Freddie to roll up their windows.

      The Fang was a massive old arena that reminded Johnny of the Roman Coliseum.

      They parked and went inside.

      Even security—wolves one and all—practically snarled at them.

      Marvella, who was as irritable today as she always was when Freddie fought, knew her way around and led them into the basement and through a labyrinth of twisting hallways. “I fucking hate fighting here. Fucking wolves.”

      “You are a wolf,” Freddie laughed.

      “Don’t fucking remind me. These fucking assholes and their pack pride, all that shit. Who the fuck would be proud to hail from the asshole of Fight Town?”

      They came to a door marked Weigh-ins and went inside.

      Amateurs don’t usually do face-to-face weigh-ins like the pros. Also unlike the pros, amateurs have to weigh in the day of the fight.

      A lot of fighters were already there, getting their weights certified so they could rehydrate and have their first meal in a day or two.

      Johnny tipped the scales at 174 and felt great.

      “You stick with this game, we might have to move you down to 165,” Marvella said.

      “Really?” Johnny said, trying to imagine how he could lose another nine pounds.

      “Yeah, really. Some of these assholes’ll gain five, six pounds this morning just rehydrating. They cut down as far as they can. You get a guy sucking down from up high, he’s got big bones, big power. They’re hard to hurt. Like punching a brick fucking wall, you feel me? You get hit by them, it’s like getting kicked by a fucking mule.”

      “Yeah, but maybe we ought to talk about that later, huh?” Freddie said.

      “You’re right,” Marvella conceded irritably. “Come on.”

      They retreated to a corner and sipped cult coffee and ate some food Marvella had brought along. “That’s enough coffee. From here on out, it’s just water. The novice bouts start at noon. It’s good to be a little hungry in the ring.” Marvella grinned. “Besides, that way you get hit in the gut, you won’t puke up your lunch.”

      Fighters came and went.

      Johnny saw no sign of Stevenson. He hoped nothing had happened to the guy. Fighting anyone else at this point would be a major disappointment.

      “You nervous?” Marvella asked, pointing to Johnny’s knee.

      Johnny hadn’t even realized he’d been bumping his leg up and down. He shook his head. “Nah. A little tense, I guess. Restless, maybe. My body doesn’t want to just sit here. It wants to fight.”

      “Well, tell your body to go to hell. Because we are going to sit here. And quit bouncing that knee. You gotta conserve your energy. Besides, restless is good. Means you’re ready, you feel me?”

      Johnny nodded.

      “I always get cold before a fight,” Freddie says. “Like I got an ice ball in my gut. You want to play chess?”

      Johnny grinned at her. “You got a board?”

      Freddie slapped her backpack. “Hell yeah. Let’s play.”

      They found a little table and set up the board and played while the weigh-ins wrapped up.

      A short time later, with Johnny ahead by two pawns, a commotion across the room interrupted their game.

      Freddie pointed. “Looks like they posted the fights over there.”

      They crossed the room to where a group of trainers and fighters gathered around a sheet of paper taped to a concrete pillar.

      Johnny scanned the list.

      He was on fourth against none other than Apollo “The Alpha” Stevenson, Wolf Pack Boxing (3-0). Theirs was the last novice bout before the open-class fighters ramped up the crowd for the night’s pro bouts.

      Some official had highlighted Johnny’s bout. Beside it, blocky handwriting noted feature bout.

      With a thrill of anticipation, he pumped his fist. “Yes.”

      He had no illusions concerning his opponent. Stevenson had wrecked him in sparring. The Wolf Town fighter had remarkable speed and agility and enough power that you couldn’t just grit your teeth and walk through his shots.

      Beyond that, he was skilled and experienced.

      And confident.

      But Johnny was confident, too.

      And despite his opponent’s advantages, he was genuinely pumped to be fighting him again.

      This time it was for keeps.

      Something inside Johnny tightened down hard, locking his mind, body, and soul to the task before him.

      “Well, you got what you wanted, kid,” Marvella said.

      Johnny nodded.

      “Good,” Freddie said. “I can’t wait for you to beat his ass. In front of his home crowd, no less!”

      The fighters split up and went to separate locker rooms, red corner fighters to one, blue corner fighters to the other.

      “We’re in the blue corner,” Marvella said, leading them down the hall. “This is what you’ve been waiting for, kid, what you’ve been training for. You know what to do. All that’s left is doing it.”

      Johnny nodded.

      The next couple of hours, he almost went nuts. After all this anticipation, the hardest thing was waiting.

      He kept getting up to pace, and Marvella kept sitting him down, telling him to conserve his energy.

      The other fighters and trainers were similarly anxious and subdued. Everybody sat around whispering and tense, not moving much, little bursts of forced laughter popping off from time to time, reminding Johnny of funerals he’d attended.

      Like his dad’s.

      He remembered his brother Jesse, always the family comedian, cracking a joke about burying dad in a big whiskey bottle and how they’d all laughed even though they were sad as hell and it wasn’t even funny.

      He thought about his brothers back in the real world. He supposed they were all dead now, since he’d been awakened a century after his own death.

      Somehow, he couldn’t conjure grief.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t love his brothers. He did, despite the constant fighting. He couldn’t grieve them because none of it seemed real.

      To Johnny, they were still alive, alive and young with their whole lives ahead of them. And that was just fine.

      The same went for his mom, who if she was here probably would have issued some weird, highly specific warning like, Never box a Wolf Town fighter the day after a juice boost.

      Weird, hypothetical warnings aside, Johnny was thankful to his riders for the last-minute juice boost.

      He felt the difference when it was finally time to warm up, after he’d changed into his trunks and tank top and was moving around beside the bench, shadowboxing.

      The agility bonus made every move smoother, more natural. His punches, head movement, and footwork aligned like never before, maximizing the hard work and training he’d done in preparation for this fight.

      The ref came in and talked to the fighters, going over the rules, asking for questions—there were none—and telling them he was firm but fair.

      After the ref left, a gray-haired guy with a paunch tapped a pen against a clipboard and went over the fight order and the logistics of the show, stuff like how much gauze and tape they could use, wrap and glove checking, and ring entrances and exits, all stuff familiar to Johnny from cornering Freddie’s bouts.

      Marvella sat on the bench and had Freddie bring over a folding chair for Johnny.

      Johnny spun it around and sat down.

      “Hands.”

      Johnny laid his arms over the back of the chair and stretched out his hands to his trainer. Suddenly, his heart rattled like a speed bag.

      Because now, just like that, everything was real.

      This was it, the moment he’d been waiting for, working toward, dreaming about; his chance to avenge his loss, reward his riders, and kickstart a career that could not only save him but also provide a better life for Freddie, Marvella, and countless others.

      Johnny grinned at Marvella. “Make them hard. Rock hard.”
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      Marvella went to work, wrapping a full roll of gauze back and forth over his wrist and hand and between his fingers.

      The whole time, she cooed instructions. “Gotta disrupt him. Can’t allow him to tend that gap.”

      She gathered the gauze on his palm together and sealed it with a strip of tape, forming a little bar, like a roll of quarters made of gauze and tape.

      Meanwhile, Freddie tore additional strips in half lengthwise and stuck their ends to the back of Johnny’s chair.

      Marvella attached these skinny pieces to the bar and pulled them through his fingers, laying them tight against the back of his hand. Then she wrapped tape across his knuckles, covering these strips and drawing everything tight.

      The difference between a normal hand wrap and tape-and-gauze wrap is crazy. In tape and gauze, your fists feel like rocks.

      “When you sparred this asshole, you stepped into the ring tired,” Marvella said. “You’re fresh today and you got more wind now. A lot more. You been working hard. All for this. So you gotta go in there and be the boss, you feel me? You gotta push harder than ever. You gotta outwork him every second of every round. Don’t leave anything in the ring, you feel me?”

      Johnny nodded, grinning at his stony fists.

      “Gotta be the aggressor. Lots of head movement. Stay low and keep coming. Look for body shots in the first round. Push him. Don’t let him get his pattern set.”

      The fights started.

      Beyond the doors, the Wolf Town crowd roared for blood, again reminding Johnny of ancient Rome.

      Freddie greased Johnny’s face as Marvella continued to whisper instructions.

      The first fight ended early, the blue corner fighter stumbling back into the locker room with a broken nose and nightmare record of 0-1 by way of first-round knockout.

      The next fighter thumped his gloves and went out into the clamor.

      “Mitchell, on deck!” the guy with the clipboard shouted and went back out.

      They got Johnny into headgear. An official came in, checked his wraps, then waited for them to pull on his gloves.

      These gloves were smaller and lighter than the ones he wore while sparring. Marvella laced them up and taped the wrists.

      The official marked them and left.

      “All right,” Marvella said. “You got a good sweat on. Come on. We’re gonna work the mitts.”

      She worked the mitts, having him dip and block and roll, closing the gap and rocking away with combinations that came from all directions.

      “Gotta get on his chest and punish him,” Marvella said. “Give him no place to hide. Work his guard. Hook around the sides, come underneath with uppercuts, come overtop with choppy rights. And use your feet and your head, you feel me? Come at him from different angles.”

      The door banged open.

      The guy with clipboard called Mitchell out. “Rockledge on deck!”

      Johnny smacked the mitts, dipping and cracking. His hands were hard, the gloves were small, and he could feel his boosted speed and power.

      Thanks to his majorly boosted agility, his coordination and footwork felt magical. Everything they’d been working on came together.

      He popped out to the side, fired a crisp right uppercut, then slammed the other mitt with a hook that echoed in the locker room.

      Around the room, fighters and trainers stopped to stare.

      “That’s what I’m talking about!” Freddie shouted.

      “Real sweet, kid,” Marvella said, dropping the mitts. “Real nice.”

      Freddie slipped the robe over his shoulders and kissed him on the cheek.

      “Yuck,” she joked. “Salty.”

      In a low voice, Marvella said, “You got faster overnight, kid. More pop, too. You got better rhythm, coordination, footwork. You didn’t fuck around and get a black-market boost, did you?”

      “No. I told you. I won’t mess with that stuff.”

      “All right, all right,” Marvella said, studying him for a second. “You know what an enigma is?”

      Johnny started to answer, Marvella cut him off. “An asshole with a good poker face. You’re a fucking enigma, kid. You know that?”

      They moved around the corner of the locker room, Marvella calling out combos and swinging the mitts at him.

      Johnny bobbed and wove, always coming ahead, and unloaded on the mitts, feeling super sharp.

      “That’s good,” Marvella said, pulling off the mitts. “Save some for the ring. They’ll be calling us any minute.”

      “You look awesome, babe, better than ever!” Freddie said, coming into his arms. “You’re gonna kick his ass!”

      They kissed.

      “Thanks, Freddie. I love you.”

      “I love you, too, Johnny. More than you could ever imagine.”

      “That’s enough of that happy horseshit, you two,” Marvella grumped. “It’s fight time.”

      Johnny and Freddie stepped apart, and the locker room door banged open.

      The guy with the clipboard said, “Rockledge, you’re up.”

      Johnny’s heart kicked into high gear. He nodded.

      Freddie pulled his hood onto his head.

      “Let’s go,” Marvella said.

      The guy with the clipboard held the door for them.

      Marvella limped out of the locker room.

      Johnny followed, bopping his head from side to side and throwing short punches, Freddie behind him, rubbing his shoulders.

      They stepped from the locker room into a volcano of vitriol. The place roared at Johnny, a hundred thousand Wolf Town fanatics screaming for his destruction.

      Wolves leaned into the lane in front of him—men, women, children—screaming at Johnny, cursing him, flipping him off, spitting at him, their eyes wild with rage.

      A bottle came flying out of the crowd.

      Marvella batted it away nonchalantly. “I fucking hate Wolf Town.”

      Two thirds of the way to the crowd, they passed an island of fans from the Ward. They cheered loudly, shouting Johnny’s name and reaching out to touch him.

      He grinned, smacking his gloves against their outstretched hands, thankful for their support.

      He was surprised to see several familiar faces. Lou from the diner, along with Orlando and a cluster of coworkers; Ginny and her friends; even Sylvia, flashing him a huge smile and the double thumbs-up.

      He was shocked when Lucinda leaned into the aisle, a black hat reading Ward Style crammed atop her orange mane. “You’d better kick his ass, kid!” the motel manager shouted. “I didn’t come all the way to fucking Wolf Town to see you lose!”

      Johnny laughed through his mouthpiece, still moving forward, and did a quick double-take.

      Beside Lucinda, Millie gave a wave. She wore a plain blue smock and a worried expression, her face paler than ever.

      Johnny nodded at her.

      Then someone jumped into his path, screaming his name and waving a big, bright poster in his face.

      Again, Johnny laughed aloud.

      Lennie had made it back from training camp.

      “Kick his ass, Johnny!” she shouted, waving the sign overhead. In bright pink glitter paint, the poster read, I FUCKING LOVE JOHNNY!!!!!!

      Lennie popped onto her tiptoes and kissed Johnny’s cheek as he passed.

      He felt a lump in his throat.

      All these people had come out to Wolf Town, this violent shithole, to support him. It was surreal, and it burned him to the ground with gratitude.

      They went up into the ring.

      No sign of Stevenson.

      Johnny raised a fist in all directions.

      The crowd roared their hatred.

      Across the dome overhead, the flashing ads ceased, and the countless screens united into a single image, the doors of the other locker room. Strangely, smoke was billowing from the gap beneath the doors.

      “And now, ladies and gentlemen, put your hands together for Wolf Town’s rising superstar, Apollo “The Alpha” Stevenson!”

      The crowd went nuts as the locker room doors flew open, emitting a cloud of smoke, and loud music full of booming bass shook the Fang.

      Decked out in a bright white robe glittering with sequins, Stevenson danced out of the smoke, flanked by a huge entourage, one member of which snarled into a microphone, rapping the song that filled the arena as Stevenson started his ridiculous ring walk, dancing and bopping his head and smiling cockily.

      “Is he wearing sunglasses?” Freddie said incredulously.

      Marvella frowned up at the screen. “Ain’t but two types of people who wear sunglasses indoors, baby: blind folk and assholes.”

      Stevenson savored his ring walk, which took forever. On either side, people screamed their love and waved signs and chanted, “Alpha! Alpha! Alpha!” A dozen times, wolfwomen stepped forward, lifting their shirts and exposing their bare breasts.

      Stevenson nodded and smirked through it all.

      “What an asshole,” Freddie grumbled.

      “Yeah,” Johnny said. “I just wish he’d hurry up and get in here so I can punch him.”

      Stevenson came through the ropes, threw a quick combo that made the crowd explode all over again, then circled the ring.

      Seeing Johnny, Stevenson howled laughter. “This little bitch again? Couldn’t y’all line up a real opponent?”

      Johnny just looked at him with no expression on his face.

      Stevenson glared back at him. “You scared, little bitch?”

      Johnny said nothing. He just stood there throwing loose punches and sweating bullets.

      He was ready to fight, not talk about it.

      “That’s what I thought,” Stevenson said and raised his gloves overhead. “It’s Alpha time! Future champ! Future champ!”

      The crowd chanted, “Alpha! Alpha! Alpha!”

      Freddie pulled off Johnny’s robe.

      The announcer introduced both fighters.

      More sneering, more cheering.

      Johnny could feel hatred coming off the crowd in waves.

      He didn’t give a shit.

      He waved a fist toward his people. He had to win this for them, for the Ward, for his riders, for Marvella and Freddie and himself… had to win this or, as Paul was so fond of reminding him, it would be game over.

      The ref called them to the center of the ring where Stevenson, who’d finally removed his shades, glared at Johnny, spewing garbled shit talk through his bright red mouthpiece, which read ALPHA in white script.

      Good target, Johnny thought.

      The ref went over the basics and told them to touch gloves.

      Stevenson slammed his gloves down on Johnny’s and stalked off to the red corner, and Johnny walked back to the blue corner.

      “This is it, kid,” Marvella said. “Kick his fucking ass.”

      Freddie kissed him one last time. He loved the faith shining in her eyes. “I love you, babe. Now do what you gotta do. You got this, Johnny!”

      She slipped through the ropes, the bell rang, and Johnny moved forward.
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      Stevenson hurtled toward him like a lightning bolt, firing a quick one-two.

      Johnny slipped the shots and counterattacked, Stevenson’s punches grazing his gloves as he drove forward and threw an overhand right.

      Johnny’s punch sliced through the air, and just like that, Stevenson was gone.

      Then surging back in, firing another burst.

      Johnny dipped the jab, but there wasn’t time to get under Stevenson’s left.

      Johnny rolled, took the shot on his shoulder, and fired back, this time to the body. The punch thumped into Stevenson’s midsection. Johnny felt his glove sink deep into Stevenson’s gut and followed up with a hook upstairs.

      Stevenson blocked the hook and scampered away, circling to his left.

      Johnny swung his right, trying to catch Stevenson on the way out, but missed.

      Abruptly, the Wolf Town fighter quit circling and surged back in quick as an arrow.

      Johnny’s head snapped back, full of sparks as it had been so many times during their sparring match.

      This time, Johnny didn’t freeze. Because this time, he knew what to do.

      If only his brain had known what to do, it would have been too slow. But thanks to months of tireless training, his body knew what to do, too, and it responded automatically, crouching and dipping and driving forward even as Stevenson tried to punish him with a furious burst of power punches.

      The body shot must’ve pissed him off, Johnny thought, a curious calm having come over him. Normally, Stevenson would have been circling on the outside again.

      Even as this thought occurred to Johnny, he slammed forward into Stevenson’s chest and launched a blistering combination, jabbing to the chest, smashing a right uppercut through Stevenson’s guard, and throwing a hard hook to the chin.

      The hook landed, thumping loudly and sending Stevenson stumbling across the ring.

      Johnny rushed forward, hands held high, swinging his head from side to side.

      Again, Stevenson surged, firing hard shots, but Johnny used his feet to get to one side then swung back in, bringing his head under a jab and letting go with a chopping right that sent Stevenson reeling again.

      Rather than retaliating, Stevenson circled away, his eyes wide with bewilderment as he tried to reestablish his plan.

      Fuck your plan, Johnny thought, cutting off the ring and going to the body, dipping and rolling and hammering away like a 175-pound version of Henry Armstrong.

      Stevenson spent the rest of the round on his bicycle, flicking jabs and leaning away from Johnny’s shots. He was fast and slick, and Johnny wasn’t able to land anything important, but Stevenson barely touched him.

      The bell rang.

      Johnny raised a fist overhead and headed to his corner, the crowd yodeling its hatred.

      Marvella and Freddie hurried into the ring and set a stool in the corner.

      Johnny sat down and opened his mouth. Freddie, beaming, plucked his mouthpiece and held the water bottle ready, letting him suck air while Marvella spoke.

      “Beautiful, baby.  Beautiful. That was your round all the way. One in the bank, two more to go, you feel me?”

      Johnny nodded, trying to catch his breath.

      “Sit up straight,” Freddie said, “and get your arms off the ropes.”

      Johnny did as she instructed and pulled in a deep breath.

      “That’s it, baby,” Marvella said. “Hold it in, control your breathing. Give him a shot of water, Freddie. Just swish and spit.”

      Johnny swished the water and spit into the bucket.

      “He’s gonna switch up now, kid,” Marvella said. “You shocked the hell out of him. He’ll probably stay on the outside, look to catch you as you’re coming in. Keep pressing him. Keep your hands up and your head moving, you feel me?”

      Johnny nodded. His breathing had calmed down.

      When he’d sparred Stevenson, he’d been finished after one round, completely exhausted. But now, he felt strong.

      There was no reason to trigger a boost. He’d be a fool to do so and risk losing riders. Not when he was doing just fine on his own.

      “Give him some water, Freddie. Just a sip. Go ahead and drink it. That’s it. Beautiful, baby. Beautiful.”

      “Seconds out!” the ref shouted.

      Freddie replaced his mouthpiece and kissed his cheek. “All you, Johnny. All you, babe.”

      Johnny stood and looked across the ring to where Stevenson was staring in his direction, nodding as his trainer leaned over the ropes, giving last-minute instructions.

      The bell rang.

      Stevenson started dancing.

      Johnny followed, ticking back and forth like a metronome, but took his time. He’d won the first round and would need gas in the third, so he kept coming, looking to unload, but didn’t scramble desperately after the guy.

      Stevenson was down on the cards. Let him press the action.

      The Wolf Town fighter threw a quick burst, not putting much on them. They smacked off Johnny’s gloves, and Stevenson circled away.

      Then he popped back in with another light flurry and got out again before Johnny could do anything about it.

      He’s trying to reestablish his game plan, Johnny realized around the one-minute mark. Trying to set up a gap and tend it.

      Another burst, another quick exit.

      Johnny didn’t have time to counter.

      Midway through the round, neither fighter had landed anything significant, but Stevenson had at least hit Johnny in the gloves, and the judges would see him using ring generalship.

      The crowd grew louder, chanting “Alpha! Alpha! Alpha!”

      Stevenson grinned, snapping out a quick jab. One and gone, building momentum, putting together a game plan.

      “Shake him up, Johnny!” Freddie shouted.

      Johnny had been biding his time and saving his energy.  He rushed forward, jabbing his way straight down the middle, but Stevenson was too quick for him, catching the jabs, pivoting smoothly, and launching a hard left that snapped Johnny’s head back.

      Johnny came back with a wild overhand, but Stevenson was already gone, circling now, flicking a jab and looking pleased.

      The Wolf Town fighter had controlled the distance all round and landed a solid scoring shot.

      Johnny had landed nothing. He hurried after him, knowing he had to make the final minute of the round count.

      Swinging his upper body back and forth, slipping Stevenson’s shots, he poured on the aggression, cut an angle, and unloaded. His gloves got tangled in Stevenson’s guard, but he bulled forward, driving the taller fighter into the ropes, and dropped downstairs with hooks to the body.

      Stevenson spun away, but familiar with the move from recent sparring sessions with Lev, Johnny kept his balance and corralled Stevenson with a looping hook that cuffed him upside his head and sent him into the ropes again.

      Johnny was on him in a flash, and a quick step to the left drove Stevenson into the corner.

      The Wolf Town fighter fired a vicious volley of straight shots.

      Johnny bobbed and weaved, took a shot on the shoulder, and launched a hard right that nailed Stevenson and rocked his head back.

      Instantly, Johnny dropped downstairs, thumping Stevenson’s long body with heavy uppercuts.

      Stevenson fired back, but Johnny stayed on his chest and smothered his shots.

      Johnny registered the thump-thump-thump of the ten-second warning and ripped an uppercut through Stevenson’s guard, smacking him under the chin and snapping his head back.

      The bell rang, and the ref appeared, shoving them apart.

      Johnny raised a fist overhead, ignoring the jeering crowd.

      “Good work,” Marvella said, as he dropped onto the stool. “But close. I think you stole it at the end, but you waited too long.”

      Freddie pulled his mouthpiece, and Johnny dragged in a gulp of air. She sprayed water in his mouth.

      He rinsed it around and spit in the bucket and gulped air.

      “How you feel?”

      Johnny nodded. “Good. Plenty left. Man, I love to fight!”

      “Good,” Marvella said. “That’s what I want to hear, kid. But this last round can’t be close. You gotta go out there and hammer him, you feel me?”

      Johnny nodded, gasping for air.

      Freddie stroked his cheek. “Breathe with me, Johnny. In 1, 2, 3…”

      He closed his eyes and breathed, listening as Marvella said, “Balls to the wall this round, baby. Every second, start to finish. He’s gonna go for it, you know that, right? Boy doesn’t know how to lose yet. You gotta teach him.”

      Johnny nodded and held his breath as Freddie counted, her voice calm and measured, as if they were sitting on her rooftop garden.

      “Now exhale,” Freddie said, “1, 2, 3…”

      And when he had released his breath, he opened his eyes, filled with calm, his mind and body and juice having responded to months of daily meditation.

      “Seconds out!” the ref shouted. “Last round!”

      Johnny stood.

      Marvella patted his cheek, her good eye blazing up at him. “Now get out there and kick his ass. Be first! Be the boss!”

      The bell rang, and Stevenson sailed across the ring, winging hard shots.

      Apparently, his corner thought he was down two rounds to one and couldn’t win a decision without at least putting Johnny on the canvas.

      Either that, or the so-called Alpha had lost his cool.

      One way or the other, he was going for it, firing every shot with bad intentions.

      You should’ve stuck to your plan, Johnny thought, bracing himself and firing back with everything he had. Because this right here, this inside turf, I own it.

      For a few seconds, they traded heavy shots.

      Stevenson could really crack. His shots exploded against Johnny’s head, catching him clean and filling his skull with lightning.

      But Johnny hung in there, winging heavy shots, making the undefeated fighter’s head jerk back and forth.

      Then Johnny leaned sharply to the left, dipping under Stevenson’s shots, and launched an overhand right. It was a mugger shot and looping punch that came crashing down on the side of Stevenson’s headgear and knocked him on his ass.

      Johnny hurried to a neutral corner and raised a fist toward his corner, where Freddie was up off her stool at ringside and screaming, “Finish him, babe! Finish him!”

      By the time the ref counted to four, Stevenson was back on his feet, complaining that it hadn’t been a knockdown, only a slip.

      Bullshit, Johnny thought and grinned, thumping his gloves together.

      All his work and sacrifices, his boosts and dedication, all those early morning runs and meditation and pushing through the pain night after night after night… it was all paying off.

      The ref dropped his arm. “Box!”

      Johnny sprinted out of the corner.

      Stevenson tried to dance away, tried to outhustle Johnny the way he had again and again during their sparring match, when the Wolf Town fighter had insisted on demolishing and humiliating a guy without a single match under his belt, shouting at him afterward, calling him a bitch, disrespecting him in his own gym.

      But now, Stevenson’s legs were wonky, and he couldn’t escape.

      Johnny closed the gap, caught Stevenson’s glove with his lead hand, rolled his shoulder, blocking Stevenson’s left, then swung back around, dipping under the taller fighter’s hook.

      This time, just as he practiced over and over in the gym, he did not bull forward. Instead, he slammed a short right into Stevenson’s gut then cranked a hook to the liver, sinking the shot deep. Instantly, he twisted, reloading, and drove another hook into the sweet spot.

      He felt Stevenson’s floating rib break.

      Stevenson grunted and hunched just as Johnny came upstairs.

      The hook caught Stevenson on the point of his jaw. Johnny followed through every ounce of power and strength, twisting his lead foot, nailing his back heel to the canvas, and turning his shoulder sharply.

      He knew, as he felt the punch land, his knuckles flush, Stevenson’s head snapping around, that the fight was over.

      Stevenson dropped like he’d been shot between the eyes.

      Save for a small contingent of screaming fans from the Ward, the vast arena fell silent, tens of thousands of dumbstruck assholes instantly silenced along with their hotshot poster boy.

      Johnny thrust his fists overhead and bellowed triumphantly down at the unconscious fighter crumpled at his feet, savoring the moment and rewarding all of those glorious, savage riders who’d never stopped believing and who had stuck with him over the long haul.

      Then Freddie was in the ring, wrapping her arms around him and kissing him, crying, “You did it, Johnny! You did it, my love!”
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      The crowd’s silence didn’t last for long.

      Soon, they started screaming for Johnny’s blood.

      “Good job, kid,” Marvella said, her eye flicking from side to side as she pulled the tape from his gloves and the crowd grew more belligerent. “We gotta get the fuck out of here.”

      That’s when Johnny noticed a section of the crowd breaking apart, his supporters from the Ward moving as a single unit for the exits, the blur of conflict here and there at the edges as Wolves started shit.

      Johnny felt a pang of concern for his friends, especially Lennie and Millie and, oddly, his crotchety landlord.

      Stevenson’s trainers got him to his feet. His dazed eyes swung toward Johnny and blinked with confusion.

      The ref raised Johnny’s fist in the air and echoed Marvella’s sentiments. “Y’all better get the fuck out of here.”

      Then trash was raining down. Wadded up paper, plastic cups spraying beer, even bottles.

      Johnny, Marvella, and Freddie rushed from the ring and ran the gauntlet, hurrying out the lane flanked by furious assholes shouting and spitting and hurling shit at them.

      When a young, muscular guy who’d lost his damn mind stepped in their path trying to block their way, Marvella jabbed him in the solar plexus with her cane and dropped him with the fastest right hand Johnny had ever seen.

      Some other guy came rushing toward them, and Freddie threw the contents of the spit bucket in his face.

      Someone else reached for Freddie, and Johnny clocked him, knocking him back into the snarling mob.

      From there, they ran.

      Within the sanctuary of the blue corner locker room, Marvella shoved the gloves at the guy with the clipboard and said, “Fuck this place, and fuck you fucking wolves!”

      Johnny didn’t have a chance to change. They grabbed their shit, headed out a side door, and followed Marvella through another byzantine maze of hallways that opened onto the lot, where they piled into her beater and headed home, bouncing over potholes and blowing stop signs as they raced across these urban badlands toward civilization.

      Johnny and Freddie sat in the back seat, shouting back and forth with Marvella, recounting the fight, and stealing kisses in between.

      “Good work in there, kid,” Marvella called back to Johnny. “You got heart. Real heart. You stick with it, you might even have a future.”

      “Thanks, Marvella,” Johnny said, “and thanks for everything. For training me, I mean.”

      “No problem, kid. It’s what I do. Boxing’s my life. It’s nice, working with a couple of truly dedicated fighters. At first, I gotta be honest, I had my doubts about you. Mostly, I was concerned you would derail Freddie. But I was wrong. You two are good for each other. You push each other, make each other stronger. For what’s it worth, you have my blessing.”

      Marvella turned on the radio and blasted Santana’s “Oye Como Va,” as Johnny and Freddie made out in the back seat, the hot air from the beater’s open windows rushing over them.

      Johnny plunged his fingers into Freddie’s long, purple hair, loving the feel of her thick tresses.

      Freddie’s hands wandered over his body, touching his arms and chest and face, then dropped down to run up his thighs, and finally crept between his legs as she kissed his ear, giving him goosebumps.

      As her hand jammed up against the thick barrier of the protective cup he hadn’t had time to remove after the fight, she groaned with frustration. “Want to go over to your place after we get home?”

      “Yeah,” he said, locking eyes with her. “That sounds awesome.”

      When they got back to the gym, a large crowd awaited them.

      Johnny got out of Marvella’s beater and was mobbed instantly, people pressing in from all sides, crying out their congratulations and shaking his hand and hugging him from all directions.

      Lennie pushed her way to the front, threw her arms around him, shouted, “That was awesome, Johnny!” and shocked the hell out of him by planting a big, wet kiss right on his mouth. She ground against him, probing his mouth with her tongue, until Freddie pulled her off and shook a chastising finger in the face of her panting twin.

      “Oh no you don’t, Lennie!” Freddie scolded. “He’s mine first!”

      Before Johnny could sort out exactly what the sisters were saying, Lou stepped forward and took his hand.

      “Fantastic show, Johnny,” Lou said, pumping his hand up and down and smiling, eyes glittering beneath the snowy mantles of his scarred eyebrows. “Just like the old days.” He rocked back and forth, evading imaginary punches. “That head movement! And the angles! With the angles you killed him.”

      Lou raised his voice. “Everyone! A celebration is in order! To the bar, then, aye? Let us drink to Johnny ‘Rock Hard’ Rockledge, 1-0 with 1 knockout, and while we’re at it, to his lovely girlfriend, ‘Fearless’ Freddie Lopez; beautiful, the two of them, the best we have to offer, the pride of the Ward, our future; and of course, to their trainer, the best, the absolute best, Marvella!”

      The crowd, which seemed to be growing by the second, cheered wildly, latching onto Lou’s suggestion.

      “Where would you like to celebrate, Johnny?” Lou asked.

      Johnny thought for a second and smiled. “The Hawk.”

      “The Hawk it is,” Lou said. “The first round is on me!”

      Everybody cheered again.

      “Thanks, Lou,” Johnny said and raised his voice. “Thanks, everyone. I really appreciate everybody coming out, and I appreciate the warm welcome home. I gotta shower and eat, but anybody wants to party, I’ll see you in an hour or so.”

      For some reason, Lennie laughed out loud then grinned at them knowingly.

      “Come on,” Freddie said, pulling him away from the crowd. “Marvella, see you at the bar?”

      Marvella said she’d meet them there.

      Then, Johnny and Freddie crossed the street and at last were alone.

      They walked quickly, neither of them saying much, both of them hurrying to the Oasis, where they ran up the stairs hand in hand, Johnny thinking, I sure hope Millie isn’t cleaning my room in the nude. That might be a little tricky to explain.

      But the room was theirs.

      They hurried inside, banging into each other and kissing awkwardly as they slipped through the door laughing as they closed it behind them and embraced, kissing deeply and passionately, pausing only to gasp for air and profess their mutual love.

      Beyond that, neither one of them was much interested in talking.

      Johnny backed Freddie up against the door and pinned her there with his body and his mouth, kissing her feverishly. Kissing and sucking, his mouth moved down her neck, making her squirm, then rose again to catch her earlobe gently in his teeth.

      Again, their hands roamed, each lover exploring the still unfamiliar territory of the other’s body.

      Freddie felt amazing. Johnny wanted to eat her alive. Instead, he reached under her shirt, smoothed his hand up over her flat abdomen and cupped her firm breast, throbbing at the feel of her.

      Freddie shuddered, whimpering, then laughed, sounding embarrassed. “Sorry, Johnny. I’m… um… pretty inexperienced at… um… stuff like this.”

      He removed his hand. “We can take our time.”

      Freddie shook her head, caught his hand, and lifted it to her breast with a fresh shudder. “No, I like it. A lot. I’ve wanted this for so long. It’s just… I’ve never been with anyone before. So, you know, I might be kind of—”

      Johnny cut her off with a kiss that soon had them both panting again.

      “Sorry I made you wait so long,” Freddie said.

      “It’s cool, Freddie. You’re sure now?”

      “I’ve been sure for a long time. Ever since my fight when I finally kissed you and told you I loved you. But Marvella made me promise to wait until you’d had your fight.”

      Johnny laughed incredulously. “She’s gotta stay out of our love life.”

      “Yeah, don’t count on it. Our trainer is a control freak, and I always honor my promises.” Freddie laughed then grabbed his shirt front and stared up into his eyes, looking fierce. “I love you, Johnny Rockledge. I love you with every fiber of my heart and soul. I am yours forever and ever.”

      “And I love you, Freddie Lopez, with every ounce of my being. Nothing will change that. I’m yours for eternity. All the way to the top, right?”

      Freddie nodded. “And beyond. Partners forever?”

      “Forever.”

      They started kissing again, and he felt her fingertips hook into his waistband.

      “Stupid cup,” she laughed, and yanked it down his legs, taking his shorts and underwear with it.

      Johnny mashed his mouth into hers, kissing her greedily as he ripped her shirt up over her head and tossed it aside.

      He caught a glimpse of her black bra before the glorious sight was eclipsed by his own shirt, which Freddie hauled up his body and over his head.

      Staring at his naked body, Freddie unfastened her bra and let the rounded perfection of her breasts spill free.

      Johnny gaped at her.

      Freddie bit her lip and blushed, twisting from side to side, naked from the waist up save for the glowing golden ring in her furry purple cat ear.

      “Holy shit, Freddie,” Johnny said, his voice husky with desire. “You’re gorgeous.”

      “Thanks, Johnny. So are you.” She crooked her finger with a come-hither gesture. “Now, get over here and kiss me.”

      They kissed, both of them trembling like racehorses now, their bodies taut and ready, his hardness pulsing against her bare midriff.

      Johnny trailed his fingertips down her toned back and stroked her soft tail as she kissed his ear and neck and chest.

      Then he returned the favor, kissing her ears and neck and the soft hollow of her throat and finally dropping his mouth to her perfect breasts.

      Freddie gasped when he took her nipple gently into his mouth and purred as he sucked. She squeezed his shoulders as he switched to her other breast.

      Johnny smoothed his hands over her lithe torso and unbuttoned her shorts.

      Pantingly heavily, Freddie arched her back, thrusting her breasts into his face as she reached around and unsnapped the button that fastened her shorts above her tail, which twitched back and forth now like the tail of a cat ready for its feeding.

      When they were both naked, Johnny led her across the room and laid her gently upon the bed.

      Freddie stared up at him with a nervous smile, her huge blue-gray eyes full of emotion. “I’m ready, Johnny.”

      Johnny stood beside the bed and grinned down at her. “Great, Freddie. I’ll be back in five minutes.”

      Freddie looked shocked. “What?”

      “Gotta shower.”

      “You have to be kidding. I’m naked and ready on your bed, and you’re going to shower?”

      “I’m covered in sweat and blood.”

      “I’m a boxer, not a cheerleader. I bathe in sweat and blood.”

      Johnny shrugged, enjoying her frustration. “You made me wait all this time. You can wait five minutes while I take a shower.”

      “Fuck that!” Freddie said. With amazing hand speed, she lashed out, grabbed his erection, and pulled him back to the bed. “We’re having sex right now!”

      Laughing, Johnny knelt overtop her.

      “I was just messing with you,” he laughed. “I wouldn’t take a shower for a million dollars right now.”

      “I would,” she said, “if you showered with me.”

      Still gripping his hardness, Freddie guided him between her legs and positioned his tip against her wet heat.

      Johnny took Freddie’s beautiful face in one hand and stared into her eyes, all joking behind him now. “I love you, Freddie. I really love you.”

      “I love you, too, Johnny. I love you like crazy.”

      He eased forward and felt his throbbing tip part her outer folds.

      Freddie smiled, releasing his shaft, and gripped his ass in both hands, urging him forward.

      She winced, briefly, when he entered her, then smiled and nodded, and he slid deeper into her hot slickness.

      “You’re inside me!” Freddie laughed. “You’re finally inside me!”

      Johnny grinned. “You feel awesome, Freddie.”

      “Go a little deeper?”

      Johnny lowered his head and kissed her, allowing Freddie to guide him. She squeezed his ass and pulled him slowly forward, inch by inch, until he was buried inside her.

      “You okay?” he asked her.

      Freddie nodded. “It hurts but it feels good, too. I love it.”

      He kissed her again, pulled his hips back and forth, pumping gently away with slow, shallow thrusts, letting Freddie get used to this new experience.

      It didn’t take long.

      In fact, a few minutes later, she broke their kiss and gasped urgently. “Oh, stick it all the way in! Stick it all the way in now, Johnny! I’m gonna cum!”

      Surprised, Johnny jammed forward, burying himself deep inside this beautiful woman he loved with all his heart.

      “Oh!” Freddie’s mouth flew wide open, and her eyes squeezed shut. “Oh, fuck! I’m cumming!”

      She arched her back, and her breasts wobbled as she jerked with climax. She cried out with pleasure. Her head rolled back, and she winced, biting her lip, the veins in her neck standing out as the intense orgasm tortured her with overwhelming euphoria.

      It was too much for Johnny.

      He exploded inside her, his whole body convulsing as he pumped jet after jet of hot seed deep inside the love of his life.
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      “Johnny!” Paul and Annabelle chorused. “You did it!”

      Johnny blinked at them, confused. “Wait, I’m asleep?”

      “Yeah,” Annabelle said. “You two were hugging and kissing and whispering how much you loved each other, and you both just drifted off.”

      “Thank you for finally having sex with her!” Paul said.

      “Shut the fuck up, Paul,” Johnny said.

      Paul shrugged. “Hey, I’m just happy for you, buddy. Happy for all of us. The Vicarus boards are blowing up. You’re the hottest thing right now. Your riders loved getting revenge on that cocky asshole, and then bam! Sex with Freddie!”

      “As soon as you won your fight,” Annabelle chimed in, “we had a big spike in subscribers.”

      “A lot of people were waiting to see if you’d win,” Paul said. “I don’t get it. Where’s the thrill in that? But hey, they subscribed, so I love them.”

      Annabelle nodded. “And now that you and Freddie have made love, wow… people are going nuts. We cracked the top 1000 and are still rising. This is huge, Johnny, huge!”

      He shrugged. “I’m happy. I worked hard to beat Stevenson, and I really love Freddie.”

      “I know you do,” Annabelle said with a smile. “And your riders know you do, too. And that makes all the difference. Authenticity, real emotion, real life, struggling, winning… these are your brand, Johnny.”

      He shrugged again. “Whatever you say.”

      “Go ahead and act all cool about it now,” Paul said. “Wait till you see the credits!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Welcome back, sir,” Fiona’s voice said a few moments later, when Johnny had returned once more to the Vicarus Rewards Store. “Congratulations on your victories.”

      “Thanks, Fiona.”

      “Your current balance is a remarkable 3000 Vicarus credits.”

      Johnny thrust his fists overhead as if he had won another victory. Which, in a sense, he had. All this work, all this struggle—and, of course, some super awesome quality time with Freddie—had led him to this huge moment.

      “You have earned new options today, sir. One, if my female intuition serves me well, will likely please you a great deal.”

      “Sounds good,” Johnny said, “but I know where I want to start. Take me to the Residential subcategory. Life is more than just fighting, and I want to build a better life. Not just for me, either.”

      “As I assumed, sir,” Fiona said, sounding pleased.

      As soon as the screen displayed his Residential choices, Johnny selected Nice, 2-bedroom motel suite, one year rental: 500 Vicarus credits.

      “An outstanding value, sir. Where to next?”

      “Is there anything new that will help me more than improving my juice stats?”

      “No, sir. Not as far as fighting goes.”

      “All right, then. Let’s boost my juice.”

      “A wise path, sir. And before you ask, here are your current statistics.”

      

      Fighter: Johnny Rockledge

      Age: 21 

      Height: 6’0” 

      Weight: 174 pounds

      Reach: 76 inches 

      Total Juice: 533

      Total Juice minus Heart: 433 

      Agility: 63

      Chin: 82 

      Endurance: 71

      Heart: 100 

      Power: 78 

      Speed: 69 

      Strength: 70

      

      Johnny thought for a while, running different boost configurations through his mind.

      He had beaten Stevenson but reckoned he hadn’t seen the last of him. Part of his edge this time had been Stevenson’s low opinion of him.

      If Stevenson was half the fighter Johnny suspected he was, he’d come back, train harder than ever, and put together a new strategy to beat Johnny.

      Whatever the case, Johnny needed to win the City Championship in three months. Between now and then, he would fight three more novice bouts, along with several smokers. And in between, he’d be training and sparring in the gym.

      He had no idea who his opponents would be, but it was a safe bet that some would challenge him in new ways, each bringing their own strengths and riddles to the fight.

      And the farther he went, the harder his opposition would grow.

      So his first thought was to lift his lagging stats.

      “Bring my agility and speed up to 70.”

      “Yes, sir. Your balance is now 1700 Vicarus credits.”

      He felt confident, boosting his agility and speed up that high. Now, all of his stats were 70 or higher.

      He knew he wanted to hold back 500 credits, so that left 1200 to spend now.

      12 stat points to divvy out.

      Looking ahead, it was anybody’s guess where he should put those points. It was really impossible to say because he didn’t know his future opponents or the problems they would present.

      So he decided to go with the great equalizer…

      “Every boxer’s a slugger at heart, Fiona. Boost my power by 12 points.”

      “How exciting, sir,” Fiona purred. “With a power stat of 90, you’ll be one of the hardest-hitting light heavyweights in the world.”

      His balance dropped, and his muscles grew twitchy with crackling force.

      Maybe it would’ve been smarter to split up his points more evenly, but Johnny grinned like a maniac. 90 power. At 175 pounds, he would be punching nearly as hard as Tyson or Foreman back on Earth.

      Yeah, he might have a hard time landing shots on some fighters, but if he touched them…

      This was going to be awesome.

      And he could all but hear his riders cheering.

      “How would you like to spend your remaining credits, sir?”

      Johnny frowned at the 500-credit balance. “I guess I’ll convert it all to cash, just in case. Unless you know how much I need to hold back to buy what I’m going to buy.”

      “Which is?”

      He told her.

      Fiona laughed with delight. “My feminine intuition served me well, then. No need to hold back cash, sir. Do you remember my saying I thought one new choice would please you?”

      She switched to that screen.

      Johnny beamed. “You were right, Fiona. This pleases me very much.”

      “Excellent. If I may be so bold, sir, you have sufficient credits to buy two.”

      “Two? I only need one. With the remaining credits, I’ll boost my speed by two more points and turn the last 50 into cash.”

      “Yes, sir. Congratulations to you both—and good luck!”
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      “This is awesome,” Johnny said. He was three beers in and kicked back in a corner booth at The Hawk, sandwiched between Freddie and Lennie, and finally petting the three-legged lab, Stella, who was soaking up every second of it. Marvella hadn’t shown up yet.

      “You’re a hit, Johnny,” Freddie said, gesturing around the packed bar. It seemed like the whole Ward had shown up to voice their congratulations. “Next time you fight, a whole lot of people are gonna buy tickets.”

      Freddie looked gorgeous. She practically glowed with happiness.

      They had awakened at the same second, showered together, made love again, then gone over to her place to tell her mom the good news about Johnny’s fight.

      Mrs. Lopez had clapped her hands and shrieked for joy and wrapped him up in a fierce embrace. “I’m so proud of you, Johnny!”

      Then, when Freddie went into her room to change into the simple yet lovely yellow sundress she now wore, Johnny told Mrs. Lopez his plan.

      She wept, smiling and nodding, and hugged him again, then wept all the harder when he went out onto the balcony to ask Mr. Lopez.

      She watched from the sliding glass door as Johnny shook Mr. Lopez’s limp hand and crouched down in front of the staring, slack-mouthed man, explained his intentions, and asked for his blessing.

      And then, for the first time, Mr. Lopez dragged his eyes back from that far place, looked Johnny directly in the eyes, and nodded.

      Now, sitting here beside the woman he loved, Johnny felt nervous in a way he never felt before a fight.

      Nervous but happy.

      Very, very happy.

      Lennie leaned past him and flicked her gaze between Johnny’s eyes and Freddie’s. “You two did it.”

      Freddie grinned. “Did what?”

      Lennie narrowed her eyes and pointed at her sister. “You know what you did. It.”

      Johnny laughed. “What are you, five?”

      “You did!” Lennie said. “You two did the deed. Don’t lie to me, sis. Twins share everything. Tell the truth!”

      Laughing, Freddie nodded. “We did. Twice!”

      “Slut!” Lennie laughed. “Slut! Slut! Slut! And you…” She punched Johnny in the arm. “How dare you deflower my sister?”

      Johnny shrugged and put an arm around Freddie. “She wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

      Freddie nodded. “You wish! It’s kinda true, though.”

      Lennie laughed and hugged them, kissing their cheeks. “I’m so happy for you both. I love you guys.”

      “We love you, too, Lennie,” Freddie said.

      Johnny nodded.

      “Well, sit tight,” Lennie said rising from her seat. “This round’s on me. A formal congratulations to you both. This is a big night!”

      You have no idea, Johnny thought. Not yet, anyway.

      He slipped one hand into his pocket, but before he could do what he planned to do, a familiar woman stepped through the crowd and came straight at him.

      “Johnny Rockledge,” Phyllis Fischer said. “A moment of your time, please.”

      Johnny wanted to tell the Fight Town Tribune reporter to get lost. But remembering what Freddie had said about newspapers helping to build careers, he shrugged. “Sure, Phyllis. What can I do for you?”

      “Good news really must travel fast,” Freddie said. “You want to interview the Ward’s newest undefeated fighter?”

      “Oh,” Phyllis said, looking vaguely confused. “That’s what all of this is about? Congratulations. Win a couple more, and I’ll do a piece on you, okay? On your fighting, I mean. But no, that’s not why I tracked you down today.”

      “What is it, then?” Johnny asked.

      “The Exhibitionist left another masterpiece in Fight Town again this morning. In the Ward again, actually. That’s three in a row. A painting this time. Life-sized. Breathtaking in its detail.”

      Johnny spread his hands. “Okay, that’s cool. But why do you want to talk to me? I don’t know anything more about the Exhibitionist than Stella here knows.”

      “No?” Phyllis said dubiously. “Then explain this.”

      The reporter pulled a photo from her purse and held it out to them.

      Freddie gasped.

      Even reduced to the size of a small photo, the painting retained incredible detail. It showed a victorious boxer standing at the center of the ring with his fists raised overhead.

      But not just any boxer…

      “Holy shit, Johnny,” Freddie said. “That’s you.”

      Johnny shrugged. “Weird. It does look a little like me.”

      Phyllis made a face. “Oh please. Spare me the innocent routine. That’s you, Johnny. No two ways about it. You were at the site of the last two discoveries, and now you’re the subject of the latest masterpiece. So tell me, Johnny, who is the Exhibitionist?”

      Puzzled, Johnny raised his hands. “I have no clue. That’s the truth.”

      Phyllis kept after him until Lennie came back and flipped over the pic. “How cool is that?” she said, handing Freddie and Johnny their beers.

      Phyllis frowned. “Against all odds, I believe you, Johnny. But if anything changes, even if you have a hunch, please contact me night or day.”

      She handed him her business card and left.

      “What a frigging day, huh?” Lennie said, and hoisted her beer into the air. “To Johnny!”

      All around them, people picked up on the moment, and the toast of “To Johnny!” echoed across the bar, everyone drinking to him.

      After the moment had passed, Johnny put his beer down and stuck his hand back into his pocket. He’d planned to do this while he was alone with Freddie—well, at least while Lennie was off getting drinks—but he was so excited, he couldn’t wait another minute.

      Besides, like the girls said, twins share everything. So why not let Lennie watch?

      “Freddie,” he said. “These last few months have been the happiest of my life.”

      Freddie beamed. “Same, babe.”

      “Ugh,” Lennie said. “You two are so cute, I’m gonna puke.”

      “I love you, Freddie,” Johnny continued. “I’m crazy about you. And I meant everything I said to you. I want to keep pushing each other, keep supporting each other, all the way to the top, until we’re both professional world champions.”

      Freddie nodded. “I love you, too, Johnny. And I want the same thing. Like I said, I’m all in—forever.”

      “Me, too,” Johnny said. “Which is why…”

      Pulling his hand from his pocket, he lowered onto one knee.

      Freddie’s mouth dropped wide open. Eyes wide, she clapped her hands to her face, staring down at him and smiling in obvious shock.

      “Oh my goodness!” Lennie shrieked, hugging her sister.

      Meanwhile, Stella was breathing right beside his ear. Which was odd. He’d never planned on proposing with a three-legged lab panting in his face, but he wasn’t about to let that stop him.

      Nothing could stop him now.

      Johnny opened the little black box, revealing the sparkling diamond engagement ring inside.

      Freddie wept. Lennie hugged her, sobbing.

      He smiled up at Freddie, his heart close to bursting with love, and struggled to tamp down the lump in his throat. Finally, his voice thick with emotion, he said, “Fearless Freddie Lopez, will you marry me?”

      Freddie nodded, sobbing and laughing all at same time. “Yes!” she cried. “Yes, Johnny, I would love to marry you!”

      She came out of her seat and pulled him up into her arms, and they kissed, hugging each other close while the crowd around them cheered, the Ward putting voice to their elation.
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      Thank you for reading Fight Town!

      Johnny’s adventures continue in Fight Town 2.

      If you enjoyed Fight Town, please be a friend and leave a review. When you leave a review, even a short one, you just bought my family dinner, because Amazon will show the book to more people. Thanks for your time and help.

      If you don’t have time to review, please consider leaving a 5-star rating. It’s quick and simple and helps me get this new series off the ground. Thanks!

      Want more? Get your barbaric ass on my mailing list.

      Also, check out the Facebook groups Fans of Hondo Jinx, Harem Lit, and Harem Gamelit, where fans of the genre hang out and talk books. I look forward to meeting you there.

      Until then, keep your hands up, chin down, and ass off the floor.
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      Hello, fellow savage.

      Fight Town all started when James Farler, a reader who knew I used to box and train fighters, suggested I write a Western cultivation story about boxing.

      I thought it was a cool idea and had always wanted to write a boxing book, but I was eyeballs-deep in Wrangler and couldn’t give it much thought at the moment.

      Around the same time, Will Arand gave me some great advice about pushing myself in new directions while continuing to write what I love—namely, harem lit stories featuring tough yet compassionate main characters.

      Also around that time, the brilliant Andrea Parsneau helped me reexamine things I’d written and things I wanted to write, all with an eye toward bringing to life great characters.

      Meanwhile, I wanted to shake things up. In 2020 and 2021, I’d read a few fantastic, low-key, strangely compelling books—Nathan Lowell’s The Magician’s Butler and Daniel Schinhofen’s Aether’s Revival series. These books surprised me in the best possible way, relaxing me yet forcing me to turn pages late into the night.

      After writing fourteen sweeping, fast-paced, power sagas, I wanted to try something new, something I hoped would transport readers the way I’d been transported by Lowell’s and Schinhofen’s books.

      So Fight Town arose out of these suggestions, conversations, readings, and many hours of personal musing.

      Before I go any further, I want to thank my friends James Farler, Will Arand, Andrea Parsneau, and Daniel Schinhofen for their advice and inspiration, and to nod vaguely in the direction of Nathan Lowell, whom I don’t know but who influenced me nonetheless.

      I should also thank my friends Ken Lozito, Craig DiLouie, and another friend from Ohio who’s so paranoid he’d shriek with cowardly hysteria if even dropped his initials here. The fact that I even mentioned Ohio probably already has him clutching his pearls and whimpering. Chill out, dude. There are nearly 12 million people in Ohio.

      Thanks, all three of you, for helping me sort this one out.

      A big thanks to my friend and editor Karen Leonard Bennett. This is our 15th book together. Crazy, right? Anyhow, thanks for your friendship, your absolute wizardry, and for helping me to disguise what a total dumbass I really am.

      One gem that Karen caught in Fight Town: “He gave them the number, and they spit up.”

      I had intended for them, of course, to “split up.”

      Quite a different message if Trongo’s room number made Johnny and Freddie puke.

      Thanks also to Michael-Scott Earle, who pushed me to try a new cover artist, and the absolutely fantastic Yanai Draws, who brought Freddie so vividly to life.

      While I’m thanking people, I should also say thanks to ARC readers Rich Post and Denny Johnson, and Kal Adin, who runs a Hondo Jinx group on Facebook, and all of the glorious savages who share thoughts, questions, reading suggestions, and memes there.

      Back to the book’s genesis…

      As it turned out, I’d been doing research for Fight Town since I started boxing at 13 or 14.

      For a long time, boxing was my life. It trumped everything. I trained year-round, six or seven days a week, fought in the amateurs, almost went pro—my reason for hanging up the gloves is a decent story in and of itself, but it involves the pearl-clutching Ohioan, and I don’t want him stroking out over getting mentioned twice—and went on to train and corner fights for dozens of boxers and kickboxers.

      So yeah, I figured I could write about boxing. All those experiences, all those crazy places, all those real-life characters and their distinctive voices, all those moments—the beautiful, the brutal, and the banal—they were all knocking around in my head and my heart, ready to come to life again.

      But I still needed a framework for my story. I wanted the boxing to be grittily realistic with characters like the people I’d known fighting in Philly, but I also knew that a regular boxing story wouldn’t cut it. There just aren’t that many people waiting around for the next Rocky story. Not in book form, anyway.

      Then I remembered this random scene I’d written about a guy getting shot for helping a stranger and waking up to Paul and Annabelle explaining Vicarus.

      Wham!

      Two previously unrelated ideas collided, and I was off to the races.

      I had a blast putting this story together, channeling boxing experiences, and allowing Freddie and her relationship with Johnny to bloom slowly and fully.

      I hope you had fun with this story, too.

      Thank you for reading and rating my books, getting in touch, being cool, and especially writing reviews on Amazon, which more than anything else allows me not only to keep writing but also to keep writing what I want to write in an age where traditional publishing does not want strong, male protagonists who love women.

      I look forward to continuing Johnny’s story. In Fight Town 2, he and Freddie will continue to push each other, grow stronger, learn more, and adapt their styles as they face tougher opponents in smokers and sanctioned bouts including the vaunted Fight Town City Championship.

      I hope you’ll continue to read and enjoy these stories and that one day, preferably over a couple of cold beers and some bacon and brisket breakfast tacos, our paths will cross, and we will part as friends.

      Take care.

      Your pal,

      Hondo
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      Hi, I’m Hondo, an Amazon top 100 bestselling author of adventure fiction. To date, I’ve published 15 harem lit novels including aspects of fantasy, Westerns, science fiction, humor, and horror.

      When I’m not writing, I enjoy hiking, shooting, boxing, chess, and most of all, spending time with my wife and our young daughter. My dog, a border collie with two different colored eyes, tags along on walks and tends to sleep at my feet as I write.

      It’s a good life, and I’m grateful for it.

      To get in touch or learn more, drop by my website at www.hondojinx.com.
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