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      “The truth is: Belonging starts with self-acceptance. Your level of belonging, in fact, can never be greater than your level of self-acceptance, because believing that you're enough is what gives you the courage to be authentic, vulnerable and imperfect.”

      
        
        - Brene Brown
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      Sapphy

      The warehouse is dirty, debris and detritus are everywhere, and the exposed steel rafters holding up the roofing are old and tarnished. But none of that matters. Not to me. I’m not looking at what’s been or even what’s here now; the decay and neglect. I’m looking at what could be and all I can see is potential. More potential than what I could ever put into words.

      However, I’m the first to admit it takes a bit of vision. The question is, will people be able to see what I see; through my eyes. I feel a daft grin spreading across my face and I’m bouncing on the balls of my feet as enthusiasm bubbles from my toes and upwards.

      I glance in Maura’s direction. Her gray eyes are taking in the room. She is tall and her wide stance roots her to the spot. She grasps her hands behind her back and raises her chin, taking in the expanse of brick and vaulted ceiling. The stance gives her the look of a Victorian master, both severe and compelling all at once.

      I can’t get a read on her, but that is nothing new. I’ve never been able to. Not really. She has the ability to hide her emotions better than most. It is what makes her good in business, or at least that is what she tells me.

      The uncertainty makes everyone in the room work a little harder to please me, she’d explain with a smug, tight smile. I’m no different to everyone else she deals with.

      I wait just a beat, but still she doesn’t speak. Not a single word is uttered. My grin fades. I’m chewing the inside of my lip, as if I’m a dumbass teenager. What if she can’t see this? What if all she can see is a derelict warehouse? I feel my stomach flip. My eagerness never allowed me to consider that she might be blind to my dream. Until now.

      “So?” I say, deciding to break the silence, in the hopes she’ll give me something.

      She blinks once, twice. “It’s a warehouse, Sapphy,” she says in a very matter-of-fact manner, as if I can’t see this.

      I sigh. I should have known that she wouldn’t see it as quickly as I had. Call it my vision, my dream, but it is more than that. I need this.

      “Yes, it’s a warehouse for right now. But imagine what it could be?” From the slow-blinking, I can tell that Maura isn’t in the same book as me, never mind on the same page. “Tell me this building wouldn’t make a perfect gym.”

      When I say gym, I’m not talking about a box standard gym. No, this would be a woman-only gym. A safe space to train and grow. I’ll admit, I’ve blindsided her a little, because I’ve never come to her with any genuine proposition before. Sure, I’ve mentioned it in passing over the years, but I’m pretty sure she’s always thought it was a pipe dream. One of these if I won the lottery type dreams. I was beginning to think the same thing until I saw this place.

      Managing Evolve for the last four years has been fun. It’s allowed me to both manage and coach since retiring from competitions. Lord knows I’ve earned enough silverware and trophies over the years to gain the respect of anyone interested in MMA, and I’ve made Evolve into the best martial arts gym in the state. But it isn’t mine. I want something different. I can see it, feel it; and standing here today, I can almost taste it.

      I can see the punch bags all down the far wall, and where the old plastic barrels are lying on their side, that is where the ring will be. A full size, twenty-foot ring, because this place is big enough to take it. Inhaling deeply, I can even smell the effort and anticipation of each punch thrown; the small, light thumps of quick, agile feet as they dance on the vinyl; squinting my eyes, I can see it all. Two women in the ring, with me balanced on the corner, shouting. Encouraging. A fizz of excitement fills my stomach. It’s a world away from the heavy grunting, macho posing and sweat stains, which surround me at Evolve.

      No, this would be different. It would still be competitive. It has to be competitive. But here it would be about competing with yourself and not just physically, but mentally too.

      It’s why I love training women. Of course, strength and speed matter, but with women it’s more about strategy, forward planning, observing your opponent and identifying their weaker areas and their strengths. Using your mind and body together to outwit them.

      There are very few women who want to spend time in an environment that starts and ends with testosterone loaded kings. It makes sense. MMA is a more masculine scene. I’ve noticed how toxic the culture can be from my years of being immersed in it. I want to change that.

      Maura steps away from my side, venturing further into the huge, cavernous space. She walks carefully, as if she fears the building is going to collapse at any moment. I stand back, still trying to get a read on her.

      “A gym?” she finally repeats when she turns back to me. “Do you really see a gym in this place?”

      Maura isn’t the first person I wanted to share my dream with, but the truth is that I need her. She’s done well for herself over the years, and she comes from one of the best connected families in the state. I know she’d be able to invest without really blinking an eye.

      “Yes,” I answer honestly, leaning back against one of the metal pillars that support the roof. “I do.”

      Maura is silent and I have a feeling that deep down, she doesn’t believe me. I need her to; I need her to see it the same way that I do.

      I take a deep breath. “When I look at this place, I see hope. I see possibility, not just for a gym, but for the people who’ll become members of it. I see women of all ages coming here, women finally having a place to work out in this city that is full of positivity and encouragement. They’ll be able to build not only their confidence, but the confidence of others as well. It’ll be a safe space for women to fall in love with everything fitness related and know that they’re supported. Where they can believe they can achieve whatever they decide to set their minds to.”

      I’m not just trying to paint Maura a picture out of pretty words, I speak from the heart. I open my eyes, pushing off from the metal pillar. Dust flies down around me as I do, and I watch Maura take a step away from the resulting mess.

      “I’m not getting any younger. I’m thirty-two. I’ve done everything I wanted to do professionally, and I’ve proven I can turn around a failing gym and make it thrive. I’ve even started bringing through the next generation of talent,” I tell her. “I want to do one last thing. I don’t know, call it my legacy.” I hear myself sigh. “I want to pave a way for women to love this sport and themselves the way I do. When I first stepped foot in a gym, I found myself for the first time. You know that if I didn’t truly believe in this, I wouldn’t be pushing for it so hard.”

      Saying Maura is my only hope for an investment would be dramatic, but it’s pretty close to true. She’s one of the few people I know that has the ability to help me, plus…we have a connection. I haven’t spoken to my actual family in years; my life knowing Maura nearly beats the time I’d spent within the confines of my family.

      The gray hue of her gaze is still on me, and I think of her like a cat watching its prey. Here, I’m the mouse. I sigh as I look at her, stuffing my hands in the pockets of my sweatpants. “So, what do you think?”

      Maura’s silence hasn’t unsettled me too much. She’s quiet when she’s thinking about something. The fact that she’s thinking is good enough for me. When she does finally speak, it’s in the voice she uses when she conducts business.

      “How do you know that this business would be successful?”

      I shrug. “I can’t guarantee that it will, but Maura, when have I ever failed on anything when I’ve set my sights on it? Besides, I can feel this. Women want to feel strong and confident. They want a place where they can go and bust their ass to get better, a place where they’re not judged. Isn’t that what every woman wants? To improve themselves without fear of judgment? That’s what we could turn this place into. It would be the safe space women need, where women realize just how truly powerful they are.”

      Maura stays looking at me for a few seconds longer. She blinks at me, once, twice. I feel anxiety rise in my chest. I’m fully expecting her to not buy it. God, I hate how she can be so unreadable.

      When she speaks, I still don’t know the direction that this is going to go. You would think about knowing her for as long as I have that I would have an easier time figuring her out. I don’t.

      “You might be right in theory, Sapphy. I think you have a solid foundation of an idea.” She pauses, looking around, taking in the building itself. “But why here? What do you see in this place?”

      “Hope.” It probably sounds stupid, and I realize that as soon as the word leaves my mouth. I can’t deny how I feel though. “I look in here, and I see all the possibilities that it could hold. Not only for me but for future patrons of this gym.” I look back at her, our eyes meeting. “Tell me you don’t feel it too, Maura.”

      Her eyes are on me, not so full of doubt now, but something else, something a little darker. “I feel something,” she says, her voice dropping an octave.

      Maybe approaching Maura was a mistake. Not a mistake…but a risk. I’ve always been a risk taker though, a fire walker. So, what’s wrong with playing with a bit of fire? Especially when it stands in the way between me and my goals.

      “Maura,” I say her name, trying to match the octave that her voice took. “Are you willing to help me out? Help me realize what this place could be?”

      I need to know before I continue to play with the fire that is Maura.

      She drops her gaze. I feel a heaviness at the bottom of my stomach. She doesn’t believe in me as I want her to, like I need her to. She looks around the warehouse a few more times, her nose scrunched, her lips pressed into a thin line. Finally, she speaks.

      “I’ll invest. But I’m not doing this out of the kindness of my heart,” she says as she looks me up and down. “I expect to have my investment back within two years. Got it?”

      I swallow as nervousness causes a flutter in my chest. I knew her terms would be stringent, but the full investment back in two years is a tall order. When I’d done the figures initially, I’d based it on three years.

      “Maura…”

      She shakes her head. “No. If you believe in it that much, I expect you to turn a profit in that time. You’ll need to if you want to keep it going and pay me back. On top of that…” She takes a step towards me and I immediately see where this is going.

      I had a feeling deep down that it was going to end up like this. Maura and I have been like this since we met. I’ve always found myself fascinated by her. She’s an enigma. Try as I might, I’ve never been able to understand her. I’m a moth to her flame.

      We were much younger when we first met. It was wild and passionate from that first spark between us. Charles Hearst, Maura’s father, had sponsored one of the first fight nights I was involved in and she’d been dragged along to accompany him. It was more to keep her out of trouble than anything else.

      I still remember my arm being grabbed and held up in the air as the crowd went wild. It was so much to take in, but the one thing I remember clearly, as I tried to catch my breath, were those gray eyes staring up at me intently with a malevolent glint. I knew from that first moment she was dangerous and I wanted her.

      I’d never felt such an intense attraction to anyone. Those eyes came to visit me in the changing rooms after the fight. As the other girls left, she walked straight over and kissed me with such hunger that I could feel her lips on me for weeks after.

      “I’m Maura by the way,” she’d announced, then turned and left me standing there wondering what the hell had hit me.

      After that she’d turned up during my training session, and then again at a club I’d been at with friends. We couldn’t keep our hands off each other. There was a fervor bordering on obsession. The intensity brought as many lows as it did highs, and the complete loop would start again. The spark, the fever, the ultimate high and then the crashing low, but for years I found myself in Maura’s bed nearly as often as my own.

      Abs, my oldest friend, calls what we have as toxic and fated. She swears she’ll never understand why for someone so strong willed, I can never resist going back.

      Maura takes another step towards me, moving slowly, once again like a predator stalking their prey. And once again, I’m the prey. A mixture of excitement and unease fills me.

      “What else do you need from me?”

      I’m leading her on and I know it. The game I’m playing is getting more dangerous. I can feel the flames nipping at my skin, singeing my hair. It’s a warning that I need to step away. But I can’t. I keep moving closer.

      “Sapphia,” she says my name in almost a singsong, a difference from the earlier octave change. “We both know what else I want from you.”

      I swallow as anticipation replaces the unease that settles in my stomach. I take a step back. My back hits the metal pillar I’d been leaning against earlier.

      “What else could possibly be part of this deal?”

      Now I’m just playing her game, watching as Maura grows more and more frustrated with me, annoyed that I’m making her work for what she wants. I may be the prey in this situation, but that doesn’t mean I can’t play a bit too, does it?

      Maura stands in front of me, stopping with her body mere inches from mine. She leans forward, slamming her hand against the metal pillar I’m leaning against. Her solid build pins me against the beam.

      If I want to, I can overpower her with ease. She may be taller, but my years of training make me quicker, stronger. I could lead this game on for hours if I wanted to, but I want to ensure that I have my funding.

      Maura looks down at me through dark eyelashes, unblinking. The eye contact makes me squirm, as tingling excitement shoots through me. “Your body,” she says through gritted teeth. Her words come out like a hiss. She reaches out, running her fingers over the strap of my tank top. “I want my money back, but most of all…I want your body whenever the urge takes me for the duration of the loan.”

      The feeling tickles my skin, making me shudder as I keep up the eye contact. “That’s all you want?”

      “I want your body and your attention whenever I say,” she murmurs, her fingers moving further down my tank top until they reach the bottom, then slide under the cotton material, making contact with my bare flesh.

      I shiver at her touch, my skin feels electrified. I don’t have a clear idea of what I’m doing. All I know is that I’m doing everything in my power to achieve my goal, even if it means falling in too deep with Maura. But I’m not physically doing anything I haven’t done before I reason with myself. I look over at her, noting how much darker her eyes are. They glaze over with lust, want and need. I feel smaller than I am, less protected.

      Her hand continues moving, her cool fingers pressing against my warm skin. Pushing my tank top up, she exposes my pert olive breast. My nipple is almost quivering as she runs her thumb over it and I moan.

      Even if I wanted to resist, I couldn’t. I want her as much as she wants me. I want to lean up and kiss her, but I know better. I must wait until she lowers her mouth to mine. Only then will she allow me to take the lead. This is our tango. A movement of slow, predetermined steps where our roles are defined. I lead, dominate but make no mistake, yet the control remains firmly with Maura. It is her hunger for pleasure that drives our every encounter, and I am happy to quench her appetite.

      The moment our lips collide, I bite back. My hands go around her waist, pulling her shirt from the waistband of her tight skirt. I want to feel her warm flesh. Pulling back from the kiss, I focus my attention on her neck. My warm breath against her skin excites her. Her hand drops to the outside of my loose sweatpants. She wants to see what I have for her. Pressing the loose material, she finds what she is looking for, the hard shaft she craves. I don’t normally go out dressed to impress, but today, I was meeting Maura.

      My hands make light work of the buttons on her shirt, pulling it apart to reveal full breasts hugged tightly within soft white lace. I can feel my heart beat fast, bursting out of my chest. Grabbing the white lace I tug it down, her breast spills out, warm flesh falls against my hand and I find myself mesmerized by a large full nipple, hard with excitement. I tug the lace of the other breast too, and smile as I sink my face into her ample cleavage.

      My hands run down over her ass, down the backs of her thighs until I reach the hem of her skirt. I pull it up roughly. I’ve been here so many times I know how she likes it, and that is harsh and fast. To my delight, I find no underwear. I wasn’t the only one who came prepared.

      Placing my hand between the warmth of her legs, I press my fingers into the depths of her folds. My fingers slide as I realize how much Maura wants this. Perhaps she wants this more than she wants me, but right now I am too caught up in my own desires to care. My thumb strums over her engorged clit, releasing a moan that escapes between pants of heavy breathing. I sink my fingers into her sodden heat and suck her nipple into my mouth, teasing it between my teeth and tongue.

      Fuck, she is ready. And so am I.

      “Give it to me,” she growls, her voice dropping in pitch.

      I’d love to convince myself it sounded like begging, but I’m no fool. It’s a demand.

      I raise myself up to meet her gaze and her hands pull down my sweats in one fast movement to expose my tight black boxers; and the outline of what she desires. Sliding her hand through the slit of cotton, she grabs the dildo causing the straps to rub against my clit. I gasp. She smiles. The remains of the lubricant I placed around my clit this morning allows the soft rubber to glide against each side, and Maura knows it. She sees my eyes widen, hears my breath catch, as she pulls it free from its secret slumber. The rubbing sensation surges excitement through my body and I grab her ass cheeks, raising her off the ground in a small puff of dust.

      Her legs wrap around me, and I turn, pushing her against the pillar. My breathing is hard. Pinning Maura against the pole, I release one ass cheek, while bringing my hand around to adjust the silicon shaft. The tip is already drenched in her juices but still, I take my time easing it in and out in small amounts, again and again until she pushes so hard against me that the full length slides inside her. My breath catches in my chest as I watch her eyes widen with pleasure. My hand returns to her ass, allowing more purchase for each thrust as I build on our already steady rhythm.

      “Harder. Fuck me harder,” the order spurts from Maura’s lips in short pants of breath and I hear my own grunting as I oblige, pounding my hips into her. Every drive forward slides the silicon straps tight against the sides of my clit, as I ram deep into her core.

      “Yes, yes. Don’t stop!” she screams in my ear and I have no intention of breaking this momentum as my climax is building right along with hers. Sweat runs down my back, my tank top is sticking to me, but all I can feel is the throbbing pulse of my orgasm build as I hammer into Maura’s dripping wet center. “Don’t fucking stop!”

      I thrust even harder, panting for breath, as I drive every ounce of energy I have left in me. My legs shake with effort and anticipation as the first waves of orgasm take hold, and then her legs squeeze tightly around me. In a vice grip her body tightens, her back pushing hard against the pillar. I stand my ground, forcing her to grind against me as she comes in an anguished howl and then in an instant she slackens, allowing her body to fall against mine. I take her weight. She feels heavier now. In that short, brief moment she gives herself to me.

      I stand still, remaining inside her and I know she pulses around me but I can’t feel it. My back is slick with sweat, my chest heaving with each breath. I was so close, but for now, my excitement has to be swallowed down.

      “Be careful when you put me down, this place is filthy.” Maura lifts her head from my shoulder, then blows a stray hair from her face.

      Maybe I just imagined that scant few seconds of what almost felt like intimacy.

      I release myself and lower her back down to the thick carpet of gray dirt and dust at our feet. She pulls down her skirt, flat hands smoothing out the creases on the shiny, green-ash colored material. I ease the dildo back into the folds of the tight boxers, and kick my leg out, then wiggle my hips so it finds a natural crease in which to lie. My hands are wet with Maura’s pleasure. I wipe them on the sides of the boxers before pulling up my sweatpants.

      I glance over and Maura is doing up the buttons on her shirt. With a deep breath she slides the hem of the shirt inside the waistband, the left side first, followed by the right and then the back. I pull the loose fabric of my long, black tank top over the front of my sweatpants, checking I too am tucked in. All of this happens in silence, and small clouds of dust seem to sparkle in the one shaft of sunlight from the skylights in the roof.

      “I’ll have the papers drawn up and all you need to do is sign them and get them back to me.” Her hands brush against her skirt and then her shirt as she attempts to release the dust which clings.

      “Should I get a lawyer?” I shove my hands into the pockets of my sweatpants. I can feel the dildo against my fingers
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