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CADE

The camp sat at seven thousand feet, carved into a ridge that looked like God had taken a knife to the mountain and called it architecture. Pine trees so thick the road disappeared behind me within thirty seconds of the last turn. No cell towers. No gas stations. No excuse to leave.

Perfect.

I parked the truck, killed the engine, and sat in the silence for ten seconds. Not meditating. Not centering myself. Just listening to what nothing sounded like. In three hours, this place would be full of fighters—twelve of them, plus coaches, plus support staff—and silence would become a commodity I couldn't afford.

But right now, it was mine.

I grabbed my bag from the bed of the truck. One duffel. Clothes, wraps, mouthguard, a book I'd probably never open, and a photo of my mother I kept in the side pocket because sentiment was the one weakness I allowed myself. Everything else had been cut. Streamlined. Optimized down to the bone, the way I'd optimized everything since I turned pro at twenty-two and realized that talent was the floor, not the ceiling.

The main building was a converted lodge—timber frame, wraparound porch, industrial kitchen visible through a window where someone was already prepping meals. A whiteboard near the entrance listed arrivals and room assignments in Coach Ray Delgado's rigid block handwriting. I found my name.

MERCER, C. — Cabin 3, Room A

Next to it:

REYES, N. — Cabin 3, Room B

I didn't recognize the name. Filed it, moved on.

The cabins were spread along a gravel path behind the main building, each one a squat wooden box with two bedrooms, a shared bathroom, and walls thin enough that I could hear the plumbing groan when I turned the faucet on to test it. My room was small—single bed, a desk bolted to the wall, a window that faced the tree line. I'd slept in worse. I'd slept in much worse, actually, back when I was fighting in regional shows for five hundred bucks a pop and crashing in my car between weigh-ins because motels cost money I didn't have.

That was nine years ago. Eighteen wins, three losses, twelve knockouts, and one busted marriage ago. Different life. Same hunger.

I unpacked the way I always did: clothes in the dresser by category, wraps on the desk, mouthguard in the bathroom, photo on the nightstand face-down because I didn't need to look at it—I just needed to know it was there. Then I changed into running shoes and went to calibrate.

The trail started behind Cabin 6 and climbed for two miles before it flattened along a ridge with a view of the valley. I ran it twice to map the distance and grade, noted where the footing got loose, where the switchbacks tightened. At altitude, my lungs burned by mile three. Good. That meant everyone else's would too, and I'd been training at elevation for the past month specifically so the burn wouldn't matter.

Preparation wasn't obsession. Preparation was respect for the thing that was trying to kill you.

By the time I got back, the camp was filling up. Trucks and SUVs in the lot, duffels moving along the gravel path, the specific energy of a dozen elite fighters occupying the same space—competitive, watchful, sizing each other up without being obvious about it. I knew most of them by reputation if not by face. Welterweights, light heavyweights, a couple of featherweights who looked like teenagers and hit like freight trains. The middleweights were my concern. My division. My competition.

I showered, changed, and went to find Coach Ray.

He was in the training facility—a converted barn that had been gutted and rebuilt with mats, bags, a cage, and enough equipment to outfit a mid-tier UFC gym. Ray Delgado was fifty-eight, built like a fire hydrant, and had trained more champions than any coach in the sport. He'd been doing these camps for fifteen years—invitation only, remote location, eight weeks of the most intense training a fighter could survive. I'd done three with him. Each one had preceded the best performances of my career.

This one had to precede the best performance of my life.

"Mercer." Ray didn't look up from his clipboard. "You're early."

"Always am."

"Ran the trail already?"

"Twice."

He made a sound that might have been approval. With Ray, it was hard to tell. The man communicated in grunts and training adjustments. If he liked you, he worked you harder. If he didn't, he worked you harder and told you why.

"Your sparring rotation's set," he said. "Got you with Okafor for the first two weeks—he's a southpaw, good pressure. And a young middleweight. Reyes. He's raw, but he'll push your pace."

"Don't know him."

"You will. Ten and one, seven finishes. Hits like he's got something to prove." Ray finally looked up. His eyes were the color of old coffee and twice as bitter. "Which he does. Kid came up through regionals. No silver spoon. No big gym. Just hands and a chip on his shoulder the size of this mountain."

I nodded. I didn't need a biography. I needed to know if he'd make me better.

"He'll make you better," Ray said, reading my mind or my face, which for most people were equally illegible. "That's why he's here."

I spent the rest of the afternoon in the kitchen, meal-prepping for the first three days. Chicken, rice, broccoli, sweet potatoes. The same food I'd been eating before camps since I was twenty-four, portioned into containers labeled with meals and macros in permanent marker. The cook—a thick-necked guy named Hector who'd apparently fed fighters for decades—watched me commandeer his counter space with the resigned patience of a man who'd seen this exact behavior from a hundred other control freaks in compression shorts.

"You want the fridge shelf on the left," he said. "It's colder. Keeps the chicken better."

"Thanks."

"The kid in Room B already asked for the same shelf."

I paused, container in hand. "He's here?"

"Got in twenty minutes ago. Loud."

I didn't know what that meant until I heard it.

The screen door of Cabin 3 banged open at approximately five-thirty that evening, followed by a duffel bag being thrown—not set, thrown—onto the porch, followed by a voice on a phone call that carried through the thin walls like the walls were a suggestion rather than a structure.

"—no, I'm here, it's fine, it's like summer camp for people who get punched in the face—"

Laughter. Loud, easy, genuine. The kind of laugh that took up space without apology.

"—yeah, the altitude's brutal, I already feel it. Tell Mami I'll call when I can, there's no signal in the cabins—"

I was at my desk, reviewing fight film on my laptop—my next opponent's last three bouts, looking for the left hook he telegraphed in the third round of each one. I pressed my headphones tighter. It didn't help. His voice was the kind that found its way through barriers.

"—eight weeks, yeah. No, I don't know who else is here yet. Some veteran—Mercer, I think? Yeah, that Mercer. Ghost. I know, I know. We'll see."

That Mercer.

I pulled my headphones off. Stared at the wall between our rooms. Thin enough that I could hear him unzipping his bag, opening drawers, dropping something that sounded like a shoe. His entire arrival was a series of sounds—impacts, movement, life happening at a volume I hadn't lived near in years.

My apartment in Denver was silent. I liked it silent. I'd built my entire existence around the principle that noise was distraction and distraction was death, professionally speaking. I woke up at five, ran alone, trained alone when I could, ate meals I prepared myself, watched film until my eyes burned, and went to sleep in a bed that hadn't had anyone else in it for long enough that I'd stopped noticing the emptiness and started calling it space.

Space was a luxury. Space was what let me focus.

The wall between our rooms vibrated with bass. He'd turned on music.

I closed my laptop. Breathed. Counted to ten, which was a thing my ex-wife had suggested during the marriage and which I'd only started doing after the divorce, because I was nothing if not a man who learned lessons too late.

At six, the whole camp gathered in the lodge for the orientation dinner. Ray stood at the head of the table and delivered the same speech he gave every camp, which boiled down to: train hard, recover harder, don't do anything stupid, and if you get injured because you were fucking around, you go home. Simple rules. Fighter rules.

I sat at the end of the table. Closest to the door, back to the wall. Habit. I ate my own food from my own container while everyone else had Hector's grilled chicken and roasted vegetables, which smelled incredible and which I would not touch because I didn't control the macros and I didn't eat what I couldn't control.

That was when I saw him clearly for the first time.

Nico Reyes was five-eleven, maybe one-eighty-three, built lean and explosive—the kind of body that didn't look dangerous until it moved. Golden-brown skin, black hair longer on top than any serious fighter should keep it, a scar through his left eyebrow that caught the light when he turned his head. Tattoo sleeve on his left arm, geometric, half-finished, the lines stopping mid-bicep like whoever was inking him had run out of time or money. He was sitting in the middle of the table, already talking to three other fighters like he'd known them for years.

He hadn't. I could tell because two of them were middleweights I'd trained with before—Okafor and Janssen—and neither of them had mentioned a Nico Reyes. He was just one of those people. The kind who walked into a room and rearranged the social architecture without trying.

I watched him the way I watched opponents: systematically. How he held his fork—left-handed, which matched the southpaw tendencies Ray had mentioned. How he gestured when he talked—wide, open, taking up space. How his eyes moved—constantly, scanning the room while his mouth ran, clocking everyone and cataloging them behind a grin that made it look like he wasn't paying attention.

He was paying attention. I could see it in the way his gaze snagged on each fighter and held for half a second—long enough to assess, short enough to hide. He was reading the room. He was just louder about it than I was.

His eyes reached me.

Held.

Not half a second. A full two. Maybe three. Long enough that the fighter next to him noticed and followed his gaze to where I sat, alone, eating chicken out of a Tupperware container like a man who'd given up on the social contract.

Nico smiled. Not at me—at the situation. At finding the one person in the room who wasn't participating, and deciding that was interesting.

I looked down at my food.

When I looked up again, he was still watching me. The smile had shifted into something sharper. Curiosity, maybe. Or challenge. With a face like that, they probably looked the same.

He stood up, grabbed his plate, and walked down the length of the table toward me. Every step was deliberate, and I knew it was deliberate because I could read movement the way some people read body language—and his movement said I'm coming to you on purpose and I want you to know it.

He sat in the empty chair across from me. Set his plate down. Leaned back.

"Cade Mercer," he said. Not a question. "Ghost."

"Reyes."

"Nico." He said it like a correction. Like being called by his last name was a formality he'd already decided we were past. "I've watched all your fights. The Okafor KO in round two—that left hook to the body was the cleanest thing I've ever seen in a cage."

"Thanks."

"The Petrov fight, though." He shook his head, grinning. "You let him take you down six times. Six. I counted."

"I was working on my ground game."

"In a title eliminator?"

"Best time to test it."

He stared at me. Then laughed—that same laugh from the phone call, big and uncontained. "You're insane. I love it."

I said nothing. Ate a piece of chicken. Chewed. Swallowed. He watched me do it like I was performing a monologue.

"You always this chatty?" he asked.

"You always sit down where you're not invited?"

"I invite myself everywhere. Saves time." He picked up a piece of his chicken and ate it with his fingers. No fork. Just grabbed it and bit. "Ray says we're sparring partners."

"He mentioned."

"Good. I've been wanting to test myself against you since I turned pro." He leaned forward, elbows on the table, close enough that I could smell whatever soap he used—something warm, cedar maybe, underneath the universal camp smell of liniment and effort. "You're the gatekeeper. No offense."

"None taken."

"I mean it as a compliment. Sort of. You're the guy everyone has to go through. I want to go through you."

The phrasing hit differently than he intended. Or exactly as he intended—hard to tell with a mouth that moved that fast. I held his eyes. Brown, almost black in the lodge lighting, with the kind of intensity that most people reserved for moments of crisis and that he apparently carried around like pocket change.

"You'll get your chance," I said.

"Looking forward to it."

He smiled again—the sharp one, the one that was curiosity and challenge wearing the same face—and then he stood, took his plate, and went back to the middle of the table where the conversation was louder and easier and nothing like whatever had just happened between us.

I finished my meal. Cleaned my container. Went to my room.

The music was still playing through the wall. Something with a heavy bass line and Spanish lyrics I could feel in my sternum. I sat on the bed and stared at the whiteboard schedule I'd pinned above the desk. Eight weeks. Fifty-six days. Every one of them mapped, planned, accounted for. I knew exactly what this camp was supposed to be.

I'd done this before. Three times. I knew the rhythm—the grind of the first two weeks, the breakthrough in the third, the peak in the fifth, the taper at the end. I knew how to eat, sleep, train, and recover in perfect sequence. I knew how to exist in a space full of dangerous men and give nothing away. I'd built my entire career on discipline, on the elimination of variables, on becoming so controlled that nothing could reach me unless I allowed it.

The music cut off. I heard his door open, footsteps on the porch, the creak of the old wooden chair out front.

I got up. Not sure why. Went to the door. Opened it.

He was sitting in the chair with a bag of ice strapped to his right shoulder, phone in his left hand, scrolling through something with his thumb. The porch light threw warm shadows across his face, caught the angles of his jaw, the line of his throat where a vein pulsed visibly under the skin.

He looked up. "Can't sleep either?"

"Haven't tried yet."

"Pull up a chair. The stars here are insane."

I looked at the sky. He was right—at seven thousand feet with no light pollution, the stars were dense enough to look fake. Like someone had spilled something luminous across black fabric. I didn't pull up a chair.

"Your shoulder okay?" I asked.

He glanced at the ice pack. "Old injury. Flares up at altitude sometimes. It's nothing."

"Ice it for twenty, not longer. Constriction won't help you in the morning."

He looked at me with an expression I couldn't read. Surprise, maybe. That I'd noticed, or that I'd cared enough to say something.

"Thanks, Coach," he said. Grinning.

"Goodnight, Reyes."

"Nico."

"Goodnight."

I went back inside. Closed the door. Leaned against it for a second—just a second, long enough to notice that my pulse was three beats faster than my resting rate, which I tracked religiously, which meant something had elevated it, which meant—

No.

I pushed off the door. Brushed my teeth. Set my alarm for five. Lay in the dark and listened to the silence that wasn't silence because I could hear him through the wall—the chair creaking as he shifted, the rustle of the ice pack being adjusted, a soft exhale that could have been contentment or pain or both.

I closed my eyes. Ran through my training plan for tomorrow. Visualized combinations, transitions, defensive sequences. The same mental rehearsal I'd done every night for a decade. Controlled. Disciplined. Precise.

His chair creaked one more time. Then his door opened and closed. Water ran in the shared bathroom. Footsteps in his room, close enough to the wall that I could almost feel them. The bed on his side shifted. Springs adjusting to weight.

Then quiet.

I lay in the dark and stared at the wall between us. Two inches of drywall and insulation. Close enough to hear breathing, if a person breathed loudly enough. I didn't know if he did. I'd know by tomorrow.

Eight weeks. Fifty-six days. One wall.

I rolled over and faced the window instead.

It was going to be a long camp.
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NICO

I'd been studying Cade Mercer since I was nineteen years old.

Not in a creepy way. In a professional way. The way a boxer studies Ali, the way a pitcher studies film of the guy who threw a perfect game. Cade Mercer was the standard. Eighteen and three, twelve knockouts, and every single loss had come by split decision against ranked opponents in fights most people thought he'd won. He didn't have highlight-reel finishes because he didn't need them. He just dismantled people. Methodically. Precisely. Like a mechanic taking apart an engine, except the engine was a human being and the tools were fists that moved faster than they had any right to on a man his size.

I'd watched every one of his fights at least three times. The Okafor knockout, I'd watched maybe thirty. That left hook to the body—the setup, the feint high to pull the guard up, the pivot to the inside, and then the hook landing flush on the floating rib with the full rotation of his hips behind it. Okafor folded like a lawn chair. Clean. Beautiful. The kind of violence that made you hold your breath and then forget to let it go.

I wanted to be that good. I wanted to be better.

And now he was sleeping twelve feet away from me, separated by a wall I could put my fist through if I sneezed hard enough.

Morning conditioning started at five-thirty. I was not a five-thirty person. I was barely a seven-thirty person. My body clock was set to Albuquerque time, which meant late nights and later mornings and a general philosophy that the sun could wait until I was ready for it. But camp was camp, and camp meant Ray Delgado's schedule, and Ray Delgado's schedule was a dictatorship I'd volunteered for.

My alarm went off at five-fifteen. I stared at the ceiling. Reconsidered every decision that had led me to this moment. Then I rolled out of bed, pulled on shorts and shoes, and stepped onto the porch.

Cade was already back.

Not getting ready. Back. As in, he'd already been out, already run, and was now stretching on the porch in the gray predawn light with his shirt plastered to his chest with sweat and his breathing as controlled as if he'd been sitting in a chair reading a book. He was doing a hip flexor stretch, one knee down, and the way his body folded into it—compact, efficient, zero wasted motion—made something in my chest tighten that I was going to attribute to altitude and never revisit.

"Morning," I said.

He glanced up. His hair was damp, pushed back. Eyes clear. He looked like he'd been awake for hours. He probably had been.

"You're late."

"Conditioning starts at five-thirty. It's five-sixteen."

"For me, it started at five."

"Cool. For me, consciousness started about forty seconds ago, so we're all doing our best."

Something moved across his face—not a smile, not quite, but the ghost of one. Appropriate, given his nickname. Then he stood, grabbed a towel off the porch railing, and went inside without another word.

I watched the door close behind him. Stretched my calves on the porch step. Tried not to think about the way his shirt had clung to the ridges of his back.

Failed.

The morning conditioning session was a lesson in humility. Ray ran us through a circuit that started with a two-mile group run—uphill, at altitude, in air that tasted like pine needles and insufficient oxygen—followed by burpees, box jumps, tire flips, rope climbs, and a farmer's carry that made my forearms feel like they were being pried open with a crowbar. Twelve fighters, all elite, all suffering equally. Except Cade, who suffered with the composure of a man who'd made peace with pain a long time ago and now regarded it as an old acquaintance he didn't particularly like but wouldn't bother avoiding.

I kept pace with him on the run. He was faster—longer stride, better lung capacity at altitude, the unfair advantage of a body that had been doing this for a decade—but I stayed close enough to breathe the same thin air. When we hit the hill, he pulled ahead. I surged to close the gap. He glanced back. Not checking on me. Measuring me. I caught a flash of something in his eyes—assessment, maybe. Interest.

I pushed harder.

By the time we finished the circuit, I was bent over with my hands on my knees, breathing like I was trying to inhale the entire mountain. Cade was standing upright, drinking water, heart rate already back to baseline. The man was a machine. Not metaphorically—literally. He operated with the mechanical efficiency of something that had been engineered rather than born.

"Pace was good," he said as he passed me. Not looking at me. Talking to the air.

"Thanks," I said to his back. "Glad I have your approval."

He kept walking. I straightened up and watched him go—the way his body moved, economical and deliberate, every step landing exactly where he intended it. No wasted energy. No excess. I'd spent my whole career built on excess—more speed, more power, more pressure, more volume. Cade Mercer was the opposite. He was the negative space in a fight, the silence between punches, the quarter-inch adjustment that turned a near-miss into a knockout.

I hated how much I wanted to figure him out.

Breakfast was communal, which meant a long table in the lodge with Hector's eggs and oatmeal and fruit laid out buffet-style, and twelve fighters eating like we'd been rescued from a desert island. I loaded my plate—four eggs scrambled, oatmeal with banana, two pieces of toast with peanut butter—and scanned the room.

Cade was at the end of the table. Same seat as last night. His own food in his own containers, arranged with the precision of a surgical tray. I considered sitting next to him. Decided against it. The man had the conversational warmth of a closed door, and I didn't need to bruise my ego before the first real training session of the day.

Instead, I sat with Tommy Park. Welterweight, twenty-eight, easy laugh, the kind of guy who made camp bearable. We'd never met before, but within five minutes he'd told me about his two dogs, his girlfriend who was "definitely going to break up with me if I do another eight-week camp," and his theory that Hector was secretly a Michelin-starred chef hiding from the restaurant industry.

"The man poaches eggs like he's got something to prove," Tommy said, pointing at me with his fork. "Nobody poaches eggs that well by accident."

I liked Tommy. He was the kind of person who made noise because silence made him uncomfortable, and I understood that impulse on a molecular level. We were both the opposite of Cade Mercer, and recognizing that made me look at Cade again—down at the end of the table, eating his controlled, measured meal with his controlled, measured expression, alone by choice and seemingly fine with it.

He caught me looking. Held my gaze for a beat. Then went back to his food.

Tommy followed my eyes. "Mercer. You know him?"

"I know his record."

"He's been coming to these camps for years. Keeps to himself. Trains like a psychopath, but a productive psychopath. Like if a serial killer channeled all that energy into cardio." He shrugged. "Good sparring partner, though. Clean. Controlled. Won't take cheap shots."

"Ray's got us paired."

Tommy's eyebrows went up. "Both of you? Together?" He let out a low whistle. "That's going to be fun to watch."

"Why?"

"Because you're both middleweights, you're both ranked, and you both fight like you're trying to prove something to someone who isn't in the room." He grinned. "My money's on fireworks."

The technical session started at nine-thirty. Ray had the mats set up in the barn—the converted training facility that smelled like rubber and effort and the particular kind of determination that exists only in spaces where people get hit for a living. The session was drilling: pad work first, then positional sparring, then partner drills.

I got paired with Tommy for pad work. He held pads the way he did everything else—competently, cheerfully, with occasional commentary that nobody asked for. I threw combinations—jab, cross, hook, cross, level change, uppercut—while Tommy fed me angles and called out corrections.

"Tighter on the hook. You're swinging wide."

I tightened.

"Better. Again."

I threw. Moved. Threw again. The rhythm settled into my bones the way it always did once my body remembered that this was what it was built for. I'd been fighting since I was fifteen—walked into a gym in Albuquerque because I was angry and small and needed to hit something that wouldn't get me arrested. Found out I was good at it. Found out I was very good at it. Found out that when I was in a cage, the noise in my head—the constant, restless, churning noise that made it hard to sit still, hard to sleep, hard to be anywhere without wanting to be somewhere else—went quiet.

Fighting was the only silence I'd ever trusted.

Across the mat, Cade was working pads with Okafor. I watched between rounds. Couldn't help it. His combinations were surgical—every punch landing on the exact center of the pad, every movement calibrated to the millimeter. He didn't look like he was working hard. He looked like he was having a conversation, and the conversation happened to involve his fists.

"Eyes over here, kid." Tommy snapped the pads together. "You're staring."

"Studying."

"Uh-huh."

"Shut up and hold the pads."

Ray rotated partners after forty minutes. The gym shuffled. And then Ray's voice, cutting through the noise: "Reyes, Mercer. Clinch work. Center mat."

The center mat was where everyone could see you. Ray did that on purpose—put the marquee matchups in the spotlight so the whole camp could benefit from watching. I walked to the center. Cade was already there.

Up close, in the daylight that streamed through the barn's high windows, he was harder to dismiss than I wanted him to be. Six-one, one-eighty-five, built dense and close to the bone. No vanity muscle—everything on his frame served a purpose. His nose had been broken and healed slightly crooked, and instead of making him look damaged, it made him look finished. Like a sculpture that had been refined by impact. His hands were wrapped, his knuckles scarred and calloused, and when he looked at me, his brown eyes had the flat, patient intensity of a man who was used to people flinching.

I didn't flinch. I stepped in.

"Clinch work," Ray said. "Underhooks. Cage control. Five-minute rounds. Go."

We came together.

Here's the thing about clinch work in MMA that people who've never done it don't understand: it's the most intimate form of fighting. You are chest to chest, head to head, fighting for an inch of space. Your arms are wrapped around each other, battling for underhooks—the dominant position where your arms are inside your opponent's, controlling their posture and their options. Your hips are pressed together because hip control is cage control. Your face is buried in their neck because that's where your head goes when you're fighting for inside position. You can feel their heartbeat. You can feel their breathing. You can feel every muscle fiber in their body working against every muscle fiber in yours.

It is, by any objective measure, the closest you can be to another human being while both of you are trying to impose your will.

Cade's body hit mine like a wall. Solid, unyielding, hot from the pad work. His arms came inside—fighting for the underhook on my left side. I countered, drove my hips forward, tried to establish my own position. He was stronger than I expected. Not bigger-stronger—denser-stronger. Like his muscles were made of a different material than everyone else's.

I pushed. He didn't move.

"That all you got?" I said into his neck.

He said nothing. Adjusted his hips. Took a half-step to the right, changed the angle, and suddenly my underhook was gone and he had inside position on both sides, my back arching as he drove forward with his legs. I scrambled. Fought back. Got one underhook back. We were locked together, faces inches apart, and his breath hit my cheek in steady, controlled waves while mine came in ragged bursts that betrayed exactly how hard I was working.

"Breathe," he said.

"I am breathing."

"You're gasping. There's a difference."

I shoved forward hard—more with my ego than my technique—and pushed him back a step. His eyes narrowed. Not anger. Interest. The same look he'd given me on the run when I'd closed the gap. I was being assessed again, cataloged, filed away. I was a problem he was solving, and the fact that I wasn't solved yet was the only thing keeping me interesting.

I wanted to stay interesting.

We reset. Came together again. This time I changed my approach—lower stance, better base, less brute force and more angles. It worked. I got the dominant position, drove him backward, controlled the pace. His back hit the cage wall—padded, but still a wall—and I pressed into him with everything I had.

The physics of the position put my hips against his. My chest against his. My face against the side of his neck, close enough that his pulse was a drumbeat against my cheekbone. He smelled like sweat and something clean underneath it—soap, maybe, or just skin. His body was furnace-hot, muscles rigid against mine, and every breath he took expanded his chest against mine like a tide I was trying to hold back.

I pushed harder. Not strategically. Just—harder.

"Good position," Ray said from somewhere behind me. "Now work the trip. Inside trip, Reyes. Foot behind his heel."

I hooked my foot behind Cade's ankle and drove forward. He countered—hip switch, base drop, the kind of instinctive adjustment that came from a decade of high-level grappling. I didn't get the takedown, but I didn't lose position either. We were locked together against the cage, breathing hard, and his hand was on my hip—not pushing me off, not exactly. Holding. Controlling. His thumb pressed into the groove above my hip bone, and the pressure was precise enough that it felt intentional and ambiguous enough that I couldn't call it anything.

Our eyes met. Six inches apart. His were steady, dark, unreadable. Mine were probably broadcasting every signal I was trying not to send. His thumb didn't move. My heart rate spiked, and I knew he could feel it because his chest was against mine and my heart was trying to exit through my sternum.

The timer buzzed. End of round.

Neither of us moved for a full second after the buzzer. Then Cade dropped his hand, stepped to the side, and walked to the water station. He didn't look back.

I stood against the cage wall where he'd left me and tried to remember how my legs worked.

"Reset," Ray called. "Next round."

We did four more rounds. Each one was a negotiation—bodies against bodies, leverage against leverage, his control against my aggression. I won position twice, he won it three times, and every single exchange left my skin humming with the kind of electricity that had nothing to do with training and everything to do with the specific way his body felt against mine. Not in a romantic way. In a way that made every nerve ending I had sit up and pay attention, like my body had received information my brain hadn't processed yet.

Between rounds, he gave me corrections. Short, clipped, professional.

"You're overcommitting on the drive. Keep your base."

"Your underhook's too high. Drop it to the hip."

"Better."

Better. One word. No inflection. But I felt it like a palm on a sunburn—warm, sharp, too much.

I nodded. Didn't say anything back. Which, for me, was practically a medical event. I always had something to say. Always. My mouth was my secondary weapon system; I'd talked my way into fights and out of trouble and through every uncomfortable situation life had ever thrown at me. Silence was a country I didn't have a passport to.

But Cade Mercer standing in front of me, sweating, breathing evenly, looking at me with those flat brown eyes and saying better—that made me quiet. And the quiet scared me more than the contact.

Post-training, everyone filtered into the recovery area or the showers. The shower situation was standard camp setup—an open bay with six heads, a tiled room that echoed every sound, no stalls, no curtains. Privacy was a concept that existed outside these walls. In here, you were naked with the guys you trained with, and you got over it or you got out.

I'd never had a problem with it. I'd been in locker rooms since I was fifteen, and I'd learned early that the trick was to not make it a thing. Eyes up or eyes down. Never sideways. Shower, soap, rinse, towel, gone. Easy.

Except today it wasn't easy, because Cade Mercer was under the showerhead three spots to my left, and the water was running down his body in rivulets that traced every muscle group with the precision of an anatomy chart, and my traitorous peripheral vision was doing the thing where it noticed everything I was specifically trying not to notice.

The scar on his ribs—long, thin, old. A fight souvenir. His shoulders were wider than they looked in a shirt, dense with the kind of muscle that came from pulling and grappling rather than lifting. The lines of his back tapered into a narrow waist, and below that—

I turned toward the wall. Adjusted the water temperature to something approaching arctic. Focused on the tile grout. Thought about taxes. Thought about my abuela's disappointment face. Thought about literally anything except the man three showerheads away whose body I'd just spent an hour pressed against and who was now standing naked and wet in my peripheral vision like some kind of divine punishment for sins I hadn't committed yet.

Yet. Fuck. The yet was the problem.

I finished fast. Toweled off with my back to the room. Got dressed in the changing area and didn't look back. My heart was doing something stupid and fast, and my shorts were a liability, and if I stayed in that room for one more second I was going to have to explain something I didn't have an explanation for.

Dinner. Second night. I'd told myself I wouldn't sit near him again. I'd told myself the smart play was distance—Tommy, Okafor, anyone else. Build relationships across the camp, not fixate on the one person who made my pulse do parkour.

I sat across from him. Because I was an idiot. Because the empty seat was right there. Because his gravitational pull was something I could apparently feel across a room, and fighting it was more exhausting than anything Ray had put us through.

He looked up from his Tupperware. Didn't seem surprised.

"How's the shoulder?" he asked.

"Fine." I was surprised he remembered. "Altitude didn't bother it today."

"Good."

Silence. He ate. I ate. Around us, the table buzzed with conversation—Tommy telling a story about a bar fight in Tucson that may or may not have involved a raccoon, Okafor arguing with Janssen about grappling philosophy, the featherweights debating whether pineapple belonged on pizza. Normal camp noise. Human noise. The kind of noise I usually lived inside of, contributed to, amplified.

Tonight I was sitting in the quiet space across from Cade Mercer, and the quiet was louder than all of it.

"Good work today," I tried. "In the clinch."

"You need to control your breathing."

"I know."

"And your hips. You're strong, but you're muscling instead of positioning."

"I know."

He looked at me. "Then why aren't you fixing it?"

"Because I've been doing this for nine years and old habits are old habits."

"I've been doing it for twelve. I fix mine every day."

It should have been condescending. From anyone else, it would have been. But Cade said it the way he said everything—flat, factual, completely without ego. He wasn't putting me down. He was stating a standard. His standard. The one he held himself to and apparently expected everyone around him to meet.

"Teach me," I said. The words came out before I could vet them. Too direct. Too hungry. Not for fighting—or not just for fighting—and the look on his face told me he'd heard both layers.

He held my gaze for three beats. Four. "Tomorrow. Recovery session. I'll show you a drill."

"Yeah?"

"Don't be late."

"I'm never late."

"You were late this morning."

"That was a philosophical difference about the definition of—"

"Goodnight, Reyes."

He stood. Gathered his containers. Left.

"Nico," I said to his retreating back. "It's Nico."

He didn't respond. But his step hitched—just barely, just enough for someone who was watching too closely to notice. He'd heard me. He just wasn't ready to use it.

I sat at the table after everyone else had cleared out. Hector wiped down the counters and gave me a look that said go to bed without actually saying it. I went.

Cabin 3 was dark. Cade's door was closed. No light under it. Either he was asleep or he was lying in the dark the way I was about to lie in the dark—awake, wired, replaying.

I lay on my bed and stared at the ceiling and let my body feel everything it had been holding since nine-thirty that morning. The clinch work. His chest against mine. The specific, targeted pressure of his thumb on my hip. The way his breath had hit my cheek—steady, controlled, the breath of a man who regulated everything, including the air he exhaled. The way his eyes looked six inches away—not warm, not cold, just certain. Certain of what, I didn't know. Certain of something.

My body was a map of everywhere he'd touched me, and every point of contact was still humming, still live, still sending signals to a part of my brain that I could not shut off.

I pressed my palm flat against the wall between our rooms. Felt the cool drywall. Listened. Nothing. If he was breathing, the wall swallowed it. If he was awake, he was awake in the particular, disciplined silence that was his native language—the language I didn't speak but was suddenly desperate to learn.

I'm going to break that wall down.

I meant the one between us. The invisible one. The one made of his control and my chaos and the specific, electric danger of what happened when they collided.

I wasn't going to seduce him. That wasn't the play. Seduction implied subtlety, strategy, patience—none of which I possessed in meaningful quantities. What I was going to do was keep showing up. Keep pushing. Keep standing inside his space until the space stopped feeling like distance and started feeling like an invitation.

I rolled over. Pulled the pillow over my head. Tried to sleep.

Through the wall—faint, barely there—I heard the creak of a bed frame. He was rolling over too.

Same wall. Same time. Same restless, nameless thing keeping us both awake.

I smiled into the dark and thought: Keep up, old man. I'm just getting started.
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Chapter 3
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CADE

By day three, I knew the sound of his breathing.

Not because I was listening for it. Because the walls were thin and the mountain was quiet and human ears are pattern-recognition machines that can't be turned off. I knew when he fell asleep—his breathing slowed and deepened around eleven. I knew when he shifted in bed—the frame creaked twice, always twice, because he slept on his side and adjusted once before settling. I knew he talked in his sleep, though I couldn't make out words, just the low murmur of a voice that never fully shut off, even unconscious.

I knew these things the way I knew the altitude and the trail distance and the caloric content of my breakfast—as data. Information. Nothing more.

I was lying to myself, and I was aware I was lying to myself, and the awareness didn't stop the lie. It just made me angrier at it.

Day three was technical drilling. Day four was positional sparring. Day five was wrestling—full sessions, live rounds, the kind of training that separated fighters who could grapple from fighters who could wrestle, which was a distinction that mattered more than most fans understood. Grappling was about submissions. Wrestling was about control. Position, pressure, imposing your will on another body until it went where you wanted it to go.

Ray kept rotating us through partners, but the middleweight pool was small—me, Nico, Okafor, Janssen—and the rotation kept landing us together. Not every round. But enough.

Enough that my body had started to catalog his.

Day three, clinch drilling. We'd done it before, but this time I noticed things I hadn't processed the first time, or had processed and filed under categories I wasn't ready to name. The way his shoulders felt under my hands when I fought for the collar tie—smooth muscle over hard bone, the skin hot and slick within minutes. The way he anchored his hips when he drove forward—low, wide, the base of a natural wrestler even though his background was striking. The way his breath hit my neck in bursts that got shorter and faster when he was pushing hard, and the way that rhythm synced with something in my own chest that had no business responding.

I corrected his technique because correcting technique was safe. I could stand inside his space and put my hands on his hips to adjust his stance and call it coaching. I could press my chest against his back to demonstrate the angle of a body lock and call it instruction. I could do these things because they were true—they were coaching, they were instruction—and the fact that they were also something else was a problem I was handling by not handling it.

Day four, positional sparring. Guard passing. I was in Nico's closed guard—his legs wrapped around my waist, my hands on his hips, working to break the lock and pass to side control. This was fundamental. Basic. Every fighter in the room had done it a thousand times.

It had never felt like this.

His legs were strong. Disproportionately strong for his frame—the explosive, elastic strength of a striker who'd built his lower body for kicks and movement. When he squeezed his guard tight, his thighs pressed against my ribs and his ankles locked behind my back and the pressure was constant, rhythmic, suffocating in a way that narrowed my focus to the exact dimensions of his body against mine.

I worked the guard break. Hands on his hips—the iliac crest, the hard ridge of bone under warm skin. Drove my knee up the center line. His guard loosened. I passed to half-guard, then to side control, and settled my weight onto his chest.

The position: my chest across his, perpendicular. My hip against his. One arm controlling his near arm, the other braced on the mat by his head. His face was turned toward me, mouth open, breathing hard. I could count his eyelashes from here. I could see the scar through his eyebrow—a raised white line through dark hair, healed clean. I could see the pulse in his throat, fast, faster than it should have been for someone just working guard recovery.

"Pressure," Ray said, walking past. "Keep the pressure, Mercer. Make him carry your weight."

I settled heavier onto him. Full body weight, distributed through my chest and hips the way Ray had taught me years ago—not crushing, but omnipresent. The kind of pressure that made your opponent feel claustrophobic. The kind that made every breath a negotiation.

Nico exhaled hard. His body adjusted under mine—hips shifting, trying to create space, and the movement was purely technical, purely grappling, and it also ground his hip against mine in a way that sent a jolt of electricity straight through my core.

I didn't react. Externally. Internally, every circuit I had lit up like a switchboard and I spent the next thirty seconds doing multiplication tables in my head while maintaining perfect top pressure on a man whose body was generating enough heat to compromise my decision-making.

"Time," Ray called. "Switch."

I stood up fast. Offered Nico a hand. He took it—his grip was strong, calloused, and he held on for a half-second longer than necessary, or exactly as long as necessary, depending on how I chose to interpret it.

I chose not to interpret it. I chose water and distance and the very productive activity of rewrapping my hands while facing a wall.

Day five. Wrestling.

The session started with takedown drills—single legs, double legs, body locks, throws. Ray paired us again. At this point, I suspected it was strategic rather than coincidental. Ray had trained fighters for thirty years. He knew what friction produced. He knew that the best sparring partners were the ones who made you uncomfortable, who pushed you into spaces where your instincts had to adapt. He was pairing us because we made each other better.

The fact that we made each other better for reasons Ray might not have fully calculated was a wrinkle I wasn't going to share.

"Single leg entries," Ray called. "Alternating. Shooter changes the level, penetration step, head inside. Defender sprawls and recovers. Sixty-second rounds."

I shot first. Dropped my level, drove off my back foot, got my head inside against Nico's hip and my arms around his left leg. He sprawled—hips driving down, weight spreading across my back. Standard. Textbook. Except his hip was on the back of my neck and his hand was on my head, pushing my face down, and the combination of his weight and his grip and the smell of his skin—sweat and that cedar soap and something underneath that was just him, just body, just warmth—made my arms tighten around his leg in a way that had nothing to do with wrestling.

"Reset," Ray said. "Reyes, your turn."

Nico shot. Fast—faster than me, explosive off the mark, the speed of a man who'd built his career on closing distance before his opponent could react. His shoulder hit my hip, his arms wrapped my right leg, and my sprawl was a quarter-second late, which meant he had the takedown and I was on my back with him driving into me.

We scrambled. Wrestling scrambles are chaos—a tangle of limbs and grips and explosions of movement, each person fighting for the dominant position through a combination of technique, athleticism, and sheer refusal to be underneath. We rolled. His knee between my legs. My arm across his chest. His back to my chest, then a reversal, then my back to the mat, then I bridged and turned and ended up in his guard again—his legs around my waist, his chest heaving, his eyes locked on mine with an intensity that went far beyond the competitive.

I passed his guard. Drove to mount—full mount, sitting on his hips, knees pinching his ribs. The dominant position. The position of total control. From here, in a fight, I'd rain down elbows until the referee stopped it. In training, I held the position and made him work to escape.

He bucked under me. Hard. His hips drove up—a standard mount escape, bridging to create space—and the movement drove his pelvis into mine with a force that was technically appropriate and physically devastating. I felt it through every layer of clothing we were wearing, and my body responded before my brain could intervene.

I rolled off. Fast. Stood up. Turned away.

"Good scramble," Ray said. "Again."

I drank water. Adjusted my cup. Breathed. When I turned back, Nico was standing on the mat, watching me. His chest was moving with his breathing. His hair was plastered to his forehead. His eyes were asking a question that neither of us could afford to answer in a room full of people.

We drilled for another hour. I kept my technique tight, my hips back, my awareness clinical. Professional. Every time we came together, I registered the contact and processed it as training data—pressure angles, weight distribution, leverage points—and refused to let it be anything else.

​
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