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The gym pulsed with life, sweat hanging thick in the air. The rhythmic thuds of gloves against heavy bags and the sharp calls of trainers created a symphony of controlled violence. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting stark shadows across the rubberised mats. Posters of past champions, their faces hardened by victory and grit, stared down from the walls, their eyes seeming to challenge every fighter who dared enter.

On the centre mat, Ella was a blur. She danced on the balls of her feet, her movement a hypnotic blend of precision and grace. Her dark auburn hair was tied back in a messy braid, strands clinging to her damp neck and flushed cheeks. She wore a snug black sports bra and high-waisted shorts, her lithe frame glistening with exertion. Her gloves, a vivid red, flashed like warning signs every time she struck.

Across from her, Marcus towered, his body a sculpture of brute strength. Broad shoulders and a chiselled chest, slick with sweat, gave him the appearance of an immovable wall. He wore grey shorts slung low on his hips, his taped hands wrapped in black gloves that looked almost too large for his fists. His eyes followed Ella’s movements, dark and smouldering with focus, though there was a flicker of something else—a challenge, maybe even hunger.

"Come on, Marcus. You’re looking slow." Ella’s voice carried a teasing lilt, her smile sharp and provoking. She feinted left, darting in with a quick jab that landed just below his ribs. It wasn’t hard, but it was enough to make him grunt and step back.

Marcus smiled, a dangerous curve of his lips, and rolled his shoulders. "You keep saying that, but you haven’t knocked me down yet." His voice was low, smooth, the kind that settled deep and made promises it had no business making.

Their small crowd of gym mates had started to gather at the edges of the mat, drawn by the clash of two starkly different fighters. Sweat-soaked towels hung over their shoulders, water bottles in hand, their grins betraying the entertainment value of this impromptu match.

Ella didn’t wait for Marcus to recover. She moved in again, quick and purposeful. Her kicks were sharp, landing with loud smacks against his shins and sides. He absorbed the blows, countering with sweeping hooks that she ducked and slipped past. Their energy crackled, the pace quickening as they read each other, tested boundaries, and dared to push them.

Marcus managed to catch her arm mid-punch. His grip was firm but not crushing, through the gloves, "Gotcha," he murmured, tugging her slightly off-balance.

She laughed, the sound breathless and wild. Instead of trying to pull free, she used his strength against him, spinning and planting a knee near his ribs. He twisted just in time, the strike glancing off, but the movement brought them chest-to-chest. For a split second, they froze.

His breath was hot against her temple, her skin electric where they touched. The heat between them wasn’t just from the exertion—it was primal, untamed. She met his gaze, her green eyes burning with defiance. "Is that all you’ve got?"

His response came without words. He released her wrist, letting her step back, but his smirk was a challenge she couldn’t ignore. As she launched into another flurry of punches and kicks, his counters became less mechanical and more... playful. He leaned closer than necessary during his blocks, his fingertips grazing her arms, her waist. She responded in kind, her movements becoming almost flirtatious, her punches deliberate but pulling just short of pain.

The tension shifted, unspoken but palpable. The sound of their breathing mingled with the metallic tang of the gym air. Ella’s grin widened, her teeth flashing like a wolf’s as she sidestepped one of his swings and darted behind him. She tapped his shoulder from behind, an unmistakable taunt. "You’re too slow, big guy."

He spun, his eyes darkening further, and lunged with a burst of speed that surprised her. He caught her by the waist, lifting her off the mat with an ease that was infuriating and thrilling. She wriggled in his grasp, his laughter sharp and triumphant despite the move being completely against the rules. 

“Still slow?” he growled, his voice laced with amusement and something else she couldn’t name.

“Slower than me,” she shot back, though her pulse betrayed her.

For a moment, neither moved. The world around them faded, their bodies taut and alive with a different kind of energy. The gym sounds dulled as they stood there, locked in the primal rhythm of challenge and attraction, and neither seemed willing to break the moment first.

Ella’s feet hit the mat with a soft thud as Marcus set her down, his hands lingering just a fraction too long at her waist. She stepped back, her smirk playful but guarded, as if daring him to try that move again. Around them, the muffled buzz of gym chatter returned, but the tension in the room had shifted. No longer purely competitive, it hummed with something deeper, charged like a thunderstorm waiting to break.

“You getting tired?” she asked, bouncing lightly on her toes. Her eyes flicked over him, teasing and appraising in equal measure. “I can slow down for you.”

Marcus rolled his shoulders and wiped his brow with the back of his glove. “Tired? Not even close.” His grin was a wolfish thing, dangerous and inviting. “You, though—you look like you’re slowing down.”

She laughed, sharp and musical, and lunged at him without warning. Her punches came fast, a left-right combination followed by a snap kick aimed low. He blocked the punches but stumbled slightly at the kick, barely managing to keep his balance. The crowd let out a few jeering cheers, and someone whistled.

Ella didn’t let up, circling him with the precision of a predator. Her movements were a study in controlled chaos—every feint, every jab a piece of a larger puzzle only she seemed to know. But Marcus was learning, adapting. When she came in for another strike, he stepped into her guard, his forearm deflecting her blow as he used his size to crowd her space.

The move brought them chest-to-chest again, her smaller frame dwarfed by his bulk. His grin was infuriatingly smug as he leaned down, his voice low and intimate. “Caught you.”

She tilted her head, her breath hot against his jawline. “Caught me?” she murmured. Then her knee shot up, stopping just shy of his crotch. “Think again.”

Marcus released her, laughing despite himself. “Alright, alright. You’ve got sharp knees and a sharper tongue.”

“And don’t forget fast feet.” She winked, backing up a step and suddenly jumping, her leg snapping out and catching him in the side of the head. Her chest rose and fell with the exertion as she landed, but her energy didn’t seem to wane. She brushed a strand of her damp hair from her face and tilted her head towards him. “Ready to tap out yet?”

“You wish.”

The match became a game, their blows landing softer, their footwork turning more playful. Marcus found himself watching more than fighting, studying the way her body moved—not just as an opponent but as something hypnotic, a force of nature. Ella, for her part, seemed to relish pushing his buttons, her laughter bubbling over when he missed a block or
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