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The lecture hall hummed with the same dead rhythm it always did—keys clacking, pens scratching, somebody whispering like they thought the room couldn’t hear them. Jonah Edwins sat slouched in his seat, chin propped on his hand, eyes aimed at the whiteboard without actually landing on it.

His brain was already somewhere else.

Not in Bayhaven University’s Economics 305.

In a packed bar. Shoulder-to-shoulder. Everybody is screaming at a wall of TVs. His favorite fighter—Adam “The Axel” Blackford—put on a clinic like he always did.

Tonight was supposed to be simple.

Win. Cash out. Breathe for once.

This is it, Jonah thought. This is my night.

He’d put everything he had—everything he could spare, anyway—on Blackford. By the end of the night, he was going to be swimming in money.

“Pardon me, Mr. Edwins,” a voice cut through his daydream, dry as sandpaper, “but am I interrupting your visit to limbo?”

The room popped with laughter.

Jonah jolted upright, blinking like he’d been caught sleepwalking. The professor—gray hair, tired eyes, the posture of a man who’d watched too many students die inside—held an eyebrow up like a question mark.

Jonah gave him a grin that was half apology, half “I’m fine, I swear.”

“Uh... nope. Not at all,” Jonah said, forcing a chuckle like it didn’t sting.

The professor started an extra beat, then turned back to the board.

Jonah exhaled through his nose, shaking his head at himself.

Across the room, Maya Gale glanced up from her notebook. Their eyes met for a second.

And she smiled—small, quick, almost like it slipped out by accident.

Jonah’s stomach did that stupid little flip it always did.

For a moment, the professor’s jab didn’t matter. The class didn’t matter.

Maybe tonight isn’t the only thing I have to look forward to.

He stole one last glance before the lecture ended and everyone stampeded toward freedom.

The corridors of Bayhaven University buzzed as students spilled out of classrooms like water breaking through a dam. Jonah slid with the flow, shoulders brushing strangers, until familiar voices locked onto him.

Brax Yune came up on his left and clapped him hard on the back.

“So tonight’s the night, huh?” Brax said, grin already loaded. “You really think Blackford’s gonna pull it off?”

“Pull it off?” Jonah scoffed like Brax had asked if the sun was rising. “Brax, my man—I’m gonna be a millionaire by the end of the night. Blackford’s taking that fight. No question.”

Brax made a noise like he was impressed and disgusted at the same time. “Uh-huh. Just don’t come crying to me when you’re broke.”

Don Styles walked on Jonah’s other side, eyes forward, wearing that thoughtful look like his brain was always running a second conversation.

“You know it’s not just about the money for Blackford,” Don said. “He’s been saying he’ll use the prize to fix up Bayhaven. Invest in the community, youth programs, campus safety. The guy’s basically a local hero.”

“Yeah, yeah, we’ve heard,” Jonah said, waving it off. “What’s your point?”

Don lowered his voice like the hallway had cameras. “My point is: it’s all connected. The crime wave, the chaos on the BH Strip—someone doesn’t want Blackford to win.”

Brax groaned like a man being forced to sit through a documentary. “Here we go again.”

“I’m just saying,” Don insisted. “Blackford’s back injury? Convenient, isn’t it? What if someone made sure he wasn’t at full strength?”

Jonah snorted. “Yeah, sure. The deep state is targeting MMA fights now.”

Don didn’t laugh. That was the problem.

Jonah bumped the dorm door open and tossed him a look. “Whatever helps you sleep at night, buddy.”

Don’s eyes stayed sharp. “Just remember I said it.”

Don kept walking like nothing had happened, then added, almost as an afterthought, “Oh—and Derek Morales is gonna be at the venue tonight.”

Jonah frowned. “Who?”

Brax scoffed. “You don’t know Derek? Underground MMA dude. Always clubbing, always chasing cameras. Publicity is his cardio.”

Don nodded once. “Exactly. If there’s a rumor to be heard, he’ll hear it.”

Hours later, the dorm room smelled like cologne and bad decisions.

They rotated showers, argued over shirts, and pretended none of them cared as much as they did about looking good.

Brax stood in front of the mirror, adjusting his collar like he was prepping for a red carpet.

“Oh—by the way,” he said, casual on purpose, “Riley’s coming with us tonight.”

Don blinked. “Riley Rosenburg? From our science class?”

Brax flashed teeth. “Yeah. Watch and learn, boys. I’m about to put on a masterclass.”

Jonah didn’t even bother responding. He’d seen Brax’s “masterclasses.” They usually ended with Brax getting roasted and pretending it was part of the plan.

When they arrived at the sorority dorm to pick Riley up, the door cracked open and a half-naked girl answered in a towel, blinking like she wasn’t sure they were real.

Jonah cleared his throat, eyes politely locked on the wall behind her.

“Uh... we’re here for Riley,” he said.

Brax, of course, couldn’t help himself. “Well, hello there.”

The girl rolled her eyes like she’d heard it a thousand times and yelled over her shoulder, “Riley! They’re here!”

Then she disappeared back into the chaos.

A moment later Riley emerged, confident stride, sharp eyes, grin like she was always three steps ahead of whatever room she walked into.

“Let’s do this,” she said.

And just like that, they were moving—four college kids heading toward a night Jonah had already spent in his head a hundred times.

The bar was electric.

Near the far wall, a small crowd had formed around a guy with a sharp fade and too much confidence—Derek Morales. He wasn’t even watching the screens yet. He was busy being seen.

Phones were up. Someone demanded a selfie. Someone else shouted, “Tell ’em about the knee!”

Derek grinned like he’d been waiting for the line. “Which one?”

The group laughed too loud, and Derek soaked it up like sunlight before finally turning his head toward the TVs—like the main event was just another backdrop.

Jonah clocked him for a second, then looked away. That kind of attention always came with a price in Bayhaven.

Packed wall-to-wall with students and locals, everybody leaning into the same shared hope: Blackford wins, and the city breathes again. The air smelled like beer and sweat and anticipation. The TV volume was cranked high enough to rattle the speakers.

Jonah, Brax, Don, and Riley grabbed seats near the bar. Jonah’s leg bounced under the table like it had its own heartbeat.

The pre-fight interviews played.

Adam “The Axel” Blackford appeared on-screen, jaw set, eyes locked in. The crowd erupted like he could hear them through the glass.

“This fight is for you, Bayhaven,” Blackford said. “Whatever I make, I’m investing it back into this city. We’ve got work to do—but I believe in us.”

The room roared.

Don leaned in with a smug little nod. “Not such a nutjob now, huh?”

Jonah rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t stop the grin. “Yeah, yeah. He’s a saint. Can we get to the part where I get paid?”

Then Vincent Vito came on-screen.

No speech. No inspiration. Just cold focus.

“I’m here to win,” Vincent said. “Let’s fight.”

And the tension in the bar tightened like a rope pulled too far.

Round one opened with Blackford taking the center like he owned it. Jonah watched his footwork first—small, economical steps that cut off angles instead of chasing them. Vito tried to circle away; Blackford slid into the space he wanted, steering him toward the fence a half-step at a time.

Jonah leaned forward until his forearms pressed the table edge. Everything else blurred.

Blackford flicked a jab—more rangefinder than weapon. Vito’s guard twitched. Blackford jabbed again, stepped outside Vito’s lead foot, then fired a straight right that landed clean.

Jonah flinched at the impact. Vito’s head snapped, sweat flashing under the lights.

The bar erupted.

Good, Jonah thought. Touch him. Make him react. Don’t rush it.

Vito answered with a low kick that cracked against Blackford’s thigh. Blackford didn’t show it, but Jonah caught the tiny adjustment afterward—the next step a fraction slower, weight shifting away just a little.

Round two became a grind.

Blackford walked Vito down behind the jab. When Vito’s back kissed the fence, Blackford didn’t brawl. He worked. Hook to the body, straight to the head, then inside—forehead pressed tight, hands fighting for position.

A short elbow carved over the top.

Not loud, just dense—like a book slammed shut.

Vito’s brow split open. Blood welled fast, dark streaking down his cheek.

The bar detonated. People slapped tables. Strangers hugged like they’d known each other for years.

Jonah couldn’t help it—he popped up off his seat.

“This is it!” Jonah shouted, voice cracking. “We’re rich, baby!”

Blackford kept Vito trapped with patience and angles, ripping another hook to the ribs, snapping a right to the head, never giving him room to breathe.

Jonah’s fingers clenched around his glass.

Don’t get greedy. Break him down. Don’t give him a window.

At the end of the round, Vito’s corner swarmed him with Vaseline and frantic instructions. Blackford sat on his stool looking annoyed more than tired.

Jonah finally let out a breath.

His heart didn’t get the memo.

Round three started with a rhythm change. Vito stopped trying to win the center and started trying to steal moments—bouncing in and out, forcing Blackford to turn.

Jonah told himself it was desperation.

But then he saw it: Blackford’s pivot—just a touch stiffer than before.

Blackford jabbed. Vito slipped outside it. Blackford threw the right hand after—

Vito wasn’t there.

Jonah’s stomach tightened.

Where is he—

Vito spun.

A spinning back kick unfurled like a trap snapping shut—heel driving straight into Blackford’s ribs.

Blackford buckled.

Even through the bar speakers, the impact sounded wrong—sharp, heavy, final.

Blackford tried to hide it. Took a step. Another. Guard high. Little nod like it was nothing.

But Jonah watched his feet. Watched the way he shifted away from that side. Watched the breath catch between exchanges.

Around him, people kept cheering, still buying the story they wanted.

Jonah couldn’t.

He whispered without realizing it. “Come on, Adam. Keep it tight.”

Vito saw it too.

He pressed forward without rushing. Jab to occupy Blackford’s vision, short right to the body. Blackford’s elbow dipped. His hands came back up slower.

Jonah planted both palms on the table like he could hold the night in place.

He’s hurt. He’s actually hurt.

Blackford fired back—jab, cross, hook—but the hook didn’t have the same snap. Vito took it and kept walking him down, forcing Blackford backward for the first time all fight.

The fence filled the camera frame behind Blackford.

Round four made the bar go quiet in that weird way crowds do when they feel the turn coming.

Blackford tried to reclaim space with a stiff jab, a front kick, anything to keep Vito at the end of his reach. Vito stayed just outside the danger, letting Blackford reach a little too far, and work a little too hard.

Then Vito stepped into the clinch.

Chest-to-chest. Hands fighting. Blackford framed with an arm, tried to pivot out—

—but the turn wasn’t clean. His hips didn’t swing through like they had earlier.

One heartbeat of control.
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