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TRIGGER WARNING

This novel contains graphic depictions of underground bare-knuckle fighting, extreme physical violence, blood, and injury. It also explores themes of stalking, breaking and entering, obsessive and extreme possessive behavior, selective mutism resulting from severe trauma, systemic poverty, housing insecurity, physical intimidation by authority figures, and morally gray acts committed in the name of protection.

The relationship depicted in this book is fictional, fantastical in nature, and is not intended to represent a healthy or realistic model for real-world relationships.

Reader discretion is strongly advised.

If any of these themes are harmful to your mental health, please prioritize your well-being.

"The world's crawling with monsters, sweetheart. Under your bed. Behind your walls. Wearing your landlord's smile. So stop praying for safety. Find the biggest beast in the dark, let him sink his teeth into your name, and watch every other predator run."

— Dex Calloway
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Bleach and Blood

✦  ✦  ✦

Bone sounds different when it breaks against concrete.

Not the clean snap Hollywood sells you — that crisp, almost surgical crack. No. Down here, in the wet belly of Detroit's forgotten places, bone meeting floor is a thick, wet crunch. Like stepping on a peach pit buried in mud. You feel it in your molars before your brain catches up.

I felt it tonight. Twice.

My knees ached against the basement floor, both kneecaps grinding into cold cement that hadn't seen sunlight since before I was born. The bucket beside me sloshed with water gone pink, a rag dripping bleach clenched in my fist. The chemical burn had eaten through the skin between my index and middle fingers three jobs ago. I'd stopped noticing.

Scrubbing blood is an education most people never receive. Fresh blood lifts easy — warm water, a little pressure, gone. But the kind that pools and sits, the kind that seeps into porous concrete and dries in the cracks like rust-colored mortar — that blood has made a decision. It wants to stay. You have to convince it otherwise, and bleach is the only language it understands.

I dragged the rag in slow, grinding circles. My shoulder burned. My lower back had gone numb twenty minutes ago, which meant I'd pay for it tomorrow with a pain that turns getting out of bed into a negotiation.

Behind me, someone groaned.

Not a groan that asks for help. The kind that leaks out of a body too broken to hold it in — involuntary, animal, the sound of a man realizing his jaw is no longer where God put it.

I didn't turn around.

Six months ago, a sound like that would've sent me running for the stairwell, heart slamming against my ribs, sneakers slapping concrete until I hit the alley and the cold Detroit air punched the panic out of my lungs. Six months ago, I was still pretending the world had rules. That if you kept your head down, mopped the floors, stayed invisible, the violence would slide past you like water around a stone.

Funny, how fast you stop flinching when the violence starts wearing your name like a badge.

Heavy boots. That was the first thing. Not a footstep — a presence. The concrete vibrated under my knees before I heard him, a low-wavelength tremor that climbed through my bones and settled somewhere behind my sternum. Combat boots, steel-toed, caked in mud and Christ knows what else. They stopped six inches from my bucket.

I kept scrubbing.

A drop of blood — not from the floor, from above — landed on the back of my hand. Warm. Fresh.

I looked up.

Jax filled the doorway like storms fill a sky. Not standing in it — consuming it. Six-four, two-forty, every pound of it forged in this exact basement, under these exact fluorescent lights that buzzed and flickered like dying insects. His chest heaved. Sweat cut rivers through the grime on his neck, tracing the topography of old scars that mapped a history he'd never speak aloud. His dark hair was matted to his forehead. A cut above his left eyebrow wept a thin line of red down his temple.

His hands.

God, his hands.

They hung at his sides like wrecking balls at rest. Knuckles split open — the left worse than the right, always the left, because he led with it, every time, a freight train of bone and fury that ended conversations before they started. Blood smeared across his fingers, already thickening in the cold basement air. The skin over his middle knuckle had peeled back far enough to show something white underneath, and my stomach didn't even turn anymore. I'd stitched those hands. I'd held ice against those hands. I'd watched those hands crack a man's orbital bone and then, twenty minutes later, brush a strand of hair from my face with the delicacy of someone handling butterfly wings.

The man behind me groaned again. Louder. A wet, gurgling thing that suggested blood was pooling somewhere it shouldn't.

Jax didn't look at him. Jax never looked at them after. They stopped existing the moment the threat was neutralized. His entire world narrowed to a single point, and that point was always, relentlessly, catastrophically me.

He knelt.

The motion was slow — not from pain, though he had to be in pain, he was always in pain — but from intention. Controlled. Like a man lowering himself before something sacred. His knees hit the concrete beside mine, and the proximity of him swallowed every other sensation in the room. The bleach, the cold, the groaning wreck of a man ten feet away — all of it dissolved in the heat radiating off his body and the heavy, iron-and-sweat scent of him that had become, against every rational instinct I possessed, the smell of safety.

His hands came up.

Those massive, destroyed, blood-crusted hands rose toward my face, and I watched them come without flinching. Not bravery. It was because something in me had been rewired — six months of his silent, terrifying, unwavering devotion had stripped the fear response out of my body and replaced it with something I still didn't have a name for.

He paused.

His fingers hovered a quarter inch from my cheeks. Close enough that I could feel the warmth bleeding off his skin. Close enough to see the micro-tremor running through his knuckles — the only sign that this man, who had just disassembled another human being with his bare fists, was shaking at the thought of leaving a mark on me.

He tilted his hands. Adjusted. Turned his wrists so that only the undamaged parts of his palms — the narrow strips of unbroken skin along the outer edges — made contact with my face.

He cradled my jaw like I was the last clean thing in a burning building.

His thumbs didn't move. Didn't stroke. Just held. Steady and enormous and impossibly gentle, his ruined fingers framing my face while he looked at me with those dark, flat eyes that gave the rest of the world nothing — no emotion, no mercy, no indication that a human soul lived behind them — but gave me everything.

I exhaled.

It shuddered out of me, carrying six months of accumulated wreckage with it. The fear. The hunger. The nights spent sleeping with a kitchen knife because the lock was broken and the landlord had a key and the cops didn't come to my zip code unless someone was already dead. All of it emptied out against his calloused palms, and he absorbed it as he absorbed punches — silently, completely, without yielding a single inch.

My hand came up. I wrapped my bleach-raw fingers around his thick wrist, and I held on.

The groaning behind us had stopped. Whether the man had passed out or simply made peace with his situation, I didn't care. That was the part nobody outside this basement would ever understand. Not the cops. Not the social workers. Not the well-meaning strangers who would look at the bruises on Jax's knuckles and the blood on the floor and call this what it looked like from the outside — a monster and his hostage.

They'd never understand because they'd never lived in my skin. They'd never scrubbed another man's blood off a basement floor at two in the morning for forty dollars cash, then walked home through streets where the streetlights had been shot out and every shadow could be the landlord, the dealer on the corner, the drunk from the bar who remembered your face. They'd never calculated the distance between their front door and the nearest human being who gave a damn whether they lived or died and come up with a number so large it stopped meaning anything.

I spent my whole life cleaning up after men. Their messes. Their rage. Their cheap beer and cheaper promises. I scrubbed their blood, their vomit, their boot prints off every floor they gave me permission to kneel on, and not one of them — not a single one — ever thought to ask if my knees hurt.

Then a monster walked into that basement, saw me on the floor with my rag and my bleach and my invisible life, and decided the entire world needed to be cleaned.

Starting with every man who'd ever made me kneel.

His forehead dropped against mine. Heavy. Warm. Our breath mixed in the narrow space between us, and I closed my eyes against the fluorescent flicker, against the copper-and-bleach air, against the unconscious body slumped in the corner.

Safe. In a blood-soaked basement in the worst neighborhood in Detroit, held by a man whose hands were weapons, I was the safest woman in America.

That's the thing they'll never print in the self-help books.

Sometimes the only way to survive a city full of wolves is to let the biggest, meanest, most feral dog in the pack decide you're his.

And pray he never, ever lets go.
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ACT I

THE SHADOW
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[image: ]




Invisible

✦  ✦  ✦

Copper and ammonia — that's what four hours of bare-knuckle fighting smells like when the crowd finally empties out.

Not the sharp, clean copper of new pennies. The thick, biological kind. The kind that clings to the back of your throat and coats your tongue until you can taste someone else's opened skin every time you swallow. Mixed with the ammonia sweat of men who'd been drinking since noon, pumping adrenaline since sundown, and bleeding on concrete since midnight. The smell didn't wash out of your hair for days. It lived in the fibers of your clothes like a stain you couldn't see but everyone on the bus could.

I filled the mop bucket from the utility sink in the back hallway, the pipes screaming as they always did, rust-colored water coughing out for three full seconds before it ran clear. The Pit didn't have hot water. Never had. Dmitri, who ran the place, said heat was for the fighters and the furnace, in that order. Everyone else could suffer.

Everyone else meant me.

My name is Kira, and I am no one.

That's not self-pity. It's a job qualification. Dmitri hired me specifically because I don't exist. No social security number on file, no direct deposit, no tax form. Forty dollars cash at the end of every fight night, slipped into my back pocket by a man who'd never once looked me in the eye. Invisible labor for invisible pay. I mopped blood, hauled trash bags full of beer-soaked towels and gauze, scrubbed vomit from the bleachers — if you could call two dozen mismatched folding chairs and a plywood riser "bleachers" — and vanished before the sun came up.

Nineteen months I'd been doing this. Nineteen months of Thursday and Saturday nights spent on my knees in a converted basement beneath a tire shop on Michigan Avenue, breathing recycled violence while my fingertips cracked from bleach and cold water.

I wheeled the bucket into the main room. The cage — a twelve-by-twelve square of chain-link fencing bolted to the concrete floor with rebar stakes — sat under the only working overhead light, a bare bulb on a fraying cord that swung slightly in the draft from the busted ventilation shaft. The chain-link was speckled with red. Some fresh. Some old enough to have gone brown, baked into the metal by months of accumulated heat and neglect.

Around the cage, the detritus of the evening. Crushed beer cans. Cigarette butts ground into the floor with boot heels. A single molar sitting in a puddle of pink spit near the southeast corner, so casual it could've been a dropped button.

I picked up the tooth with my gloved hand and dropped it into the trash bag. Didn't even flinch. Teeth were Tuesdays and Saturdays. Teeth were normal.

The mop hit the concrete with a wet slap, and I started the long, slow process of erasing what had happened here. Stroke by stroke, the floor surrendered its secrets. Blood thinned to pink, pink thinned to nothing, and by four in the morning, this basement would look like exactly what it was supposed to be — a forgotten storage room beneath a tire shop. Not an arena. Not a slaughterhouse.

My shoulders ached in that deep, muscular way that meant I'd be useless tomorrow. My lower back had started its nightly protest around hour two, a dull fire that spread across my hips and made every forward push of the mop feel like negotiation. Twenty-two years old and my body moved like it had already lived twice that. Detroit does that. Grinds you down to the nub and then asks for more.

I was working the far corner — the spot where the overhead pipe leaked and blood mixed with rust water to form a stubborn, brick-colored paste — when the air in the room changed.

No sound. No footstep. Just a shift in pressure, like someone had opened a door to a room with a different atmosphere and let it bleed into mine. The hairs on my forearms stood straight. My grip tightened on the mop handle — a reflex so ingrained I didn't think about it anymore.

I didn't look up.

Rule number one of surviving the Pit: you don't make eye contact with the fighters. Not before. Not during. Definitely not after, when their blood is still running hot and their fists haven't unclenched and the animal part of their brain is still scanning every warm body in the room for the next threat.

Keep your head down. Keep your hands busy. Be furniture.

But furniture doesn't have a pulse, and mine was climbing.

Whoever was behind me wasn't moving. Wasn't leaving. Just standing there, fifteen feet away — I could feel the distance like a physical measurement, like my body had developed sonar in nineteen months of navigating dark rooms full of dangerous men. Fifteen feet. Maybe twelve. Close enough to hear my breathing if the room was quiet.

The room was very, very quiet.

I pushed the mop forward. Pulled it back. Forward. Back. Steady rhythm, steady breath. My eyes stayed fixed on the gray-pink swirl of bleach water spreading across concrete. A strand of hair had escaped my ponytail and hung in front of my face, and I didn't brush it away because brushing it away would mean lifting my hand, and lifting my hand would mean breaking the rhythm, and breaking the rhythm would mean acknowledging that someone was watching me.

Being watched wasn't new. The drunks watched. The low-level thugs who handled bets and worked the door watched. Even Dmitri watched, in that flat, transactional way of a man making sure his investment was still functional. None of it meant anything. I was scenery. Wallpaper that happened to mop.

This was different.

This gaze had weight. Physical, gravitational weight, pressing against the back of my skull like a hand that hadn't decided whether to grip or release. It didn't roam. Didn't flick up and down as men's eyes usually did, running inventory on what you had and what they could take. No. This attention was fixed. Pinned to one spot — the center of my back, right between my shoulder blades — with the patience of a thing that had learned to wait in the dark for very, very long stretches of time.

My hands were shaking. Barely. A fine tremor in my fingers that made the mop handle vibrate against my palms. I squeezed harder. Kept pushing.

Then I made a mistake.

I looked.

Just a quarter-turn of my head. Just enough to catch the periphery — a shape in my left-side vision, framed by the open doorway that led to the fighters' corridor.

He was massive.

That was the first word. Not tall, not big — massive. The kind of body that didn't belong in a doorframe, that made standard framework look like a mistake. Shoulders so wide they nearly brushed both sides of the opening. Arms that hung heavy at his sides, thick with the dense, uneven muscle you get from hitting things, not lifting them. No gym symmetry. No vanity. Just function — brutal, utilitarian, purpose-built for damage.

His face was half-swallowed by shadow, but what the dying overhead bulb offered was enough. A nose that had been broken so many times it had surrendered any pretense of straightness. A scar through his left eyebrow, white and old. Jaw like quarried stone, set so tight the muscles in his neck corded into ropes. Dark eyes — not brown, not black, just dark, a dark that absorbs light without returning anything.

Those eyes were locked on me.

Not my body. Not my face. Me. Some deeper coordinate that most people didn't know how to aim for.

Bandages hung loose from his left hand, unraveling from knuckles that had been wrapped and rewrapped so many times the gauze had gone gray. Blood — his or someone else's — had soaked through in three places. His chest rose and fell with the slow, controlled rhythm of a predator that had already made its kill and was simply... surveying.

I knew who he was. Everyone at the Pit knew.

Jax. No last name. No backstory anyone could confirm. Dmitri's top earner, the headliner who packed the basement to capacity every Saturday because people would pay real money to watch a thing that looked less like boxing and more like a natural disaster wearing skin. The other fighters called him the Beast, but never to his face. Never within earshot.

He didn't speak. Not to Dmitri, not to his corner man, not to the screaming crowd. He entered the cage silent, fought silent, and left silent. A closed system. A locked vault in the shape of a man.

And he was staring at me like I was the only source of light in a city that had gone permanently dark.

Three seconds. Five. Ten. I couldn't tell. Time does strange things when a predator has you in its sights — it either races or stops, and mine had chosen to stop, my heartbeat the only clock left functioning.

I turned back to the mop.

Forward. Back. Forward. Back.

Breathe.

He didn't move. Didn't make a sound. Just stood there in that doorway, bleeding quietly onto the threshold, watching the invisible girl try to disappear.

But the thing about being seen — truly, completely, inescapably seen — by a thing that dangerous?

You never go back to invisible.

Not even if you want to.
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The Beast

✦  ✦  ✦

Silence has a taste. Most people don't know that.

It sits on the back of your tongue like a copper coin — flat, metallic, heavy with everything you swallowed instead of said. Years of it. Decades. Words that rotted in your throat before they ever hit air, piling up behind your teeth like debris in a storm drain until the pressure became the framework. Until the silence wasn't something you chose but something you were.

I haven't spoken in all that time.

Not a single word. Not when Dmitri screams instructions from the corner. Not when the crowd chants a name I never gave them. Not when bones crack under my fists and the man beneath me begs — they always beg, eventually, once the adrenaline burns off and the pain becomes real and their brain finally sends the signal that this isn't a fight anymore, this is something else, something they walked into voluntarily but can't walk out of.

I don't answer the begging. Don't acknowledge it. My hands keep working until the referee — if you can call a three-hundred-pound bookie with a whistle a referee — steps in, or until the body goes limp. Whichever comes first.

Tonight it was the body.

Kid named Terrell. Twenty, maybe twenty-one, with fast hands and a glass jaw he didn't know about yet. Took him ninety seconds to discover it. My left cross found the hinge of his mandible on the third exchange, and the sound his knees made when they hit concrete was the period at the end of a very short sentence.

I stood over him. Chest barely moving. Heart rate already dropping back to its resting sixty-two — I'd counted once, in the dark, pressing two fingers to my own carotid because the silence gets so total sometimes you need proof that something inside you still functions.

The crowd screamed. They always screamed. Two hundred bodies packed into a basement that was rated for sixty, the collective body heat turning the air into something you could chew. They wanted blood and they got it — Terrell's, leaking from a split above his ear where his skull had kissed the rebar stake anchoring the cage. They wanted spectacle, carnage, the vicarious thrill of watching one man destroy another from the safe distance of a folding chair and a lukewarm Budweiser.

I gave them nothing.

No raised fist. No roar. No acknowledgment that they existed at all. I stepped over Terrell's legs, ducked through the gap in the chain-link, and walked toward the corridor without looking back.

Dmitri intercepted me halfway.

"Beautiful, beautiful." His accent turned the word into something greasy. He pressed a fold of cash against my chest — hundreds, by the thickness — his stubby fingers lingering a beat too long. "Saturday, I got you a real opponent. From Toledo. Big money. Huge."

I took the cash. Kept walking.

"Jax. Jax!"

The corridor was narrow, lit by a single fluorescent tube that hummed at a pitch designed to drill into your temporal lobe. Cinder block walls sweating condensation. A pipe running overhead that dripped something brown into a bucket no one ever emptied. The fighters' room at the end — a repurposed boiler closet with a bench, a roll of gauze, and a cracked mirror I never used.

I sat on the bench. Started unwrapping my hands.

The gauze came away in strips, each one darker than the last. White to pink to rust to the deep, wet crimson where my left knuckle had opened again — same spot, always the same spot, a fault line in my skin that split every time I threw hard enough to mean it. I'd stopped stitching it. Scar tissue would fill the gap eventually, building layer over layer until the skin there was thick as leather. The body adapts. That's the one reliable truth I've found in twenty-eight years of testing its limits.

My right hand was better. Bruised across the metacarpals, the purple already blooming under skin the color of wet sand, but nothing torn. Terrell's jaw wasn't hard enough to do real damage. Nobody's jaw had been hard enough in months.

I flexed both fists. Open. Closed. Open. Closed. A mechanic checking his tools.

The crowd noise filtered through the walls — muffled, shapeless, the collective exhale of an organism losing interest now that the blood had stopped. They'd file out through the tire shop upstairs, past the stacks of Goodyears and the permanently closed register, into the Detroit night. By morning, this basement would be just a basement again.

Because she would make it one.

I hadn't planned to stop in that doorway. My route from the cage to the corridor didn't require passing through the main room after the crowd cleared. There was a back hall, shorter, darker, that spit you out directly into the boiler closet without crossing anyone's path. I used it every time. Efficiency. Avoidance. The same thing, when you're me.

But tonight my feet carried me to the wrong doorway, and I didn't correct them.

She was on her knees.

Small. So small it registered as a physical problem, an engineering flaw — how does a thing that fragile operate in a space this brutal without shattering? Her spine curved forward over the mop, each vertebra visible through the thin fabric of a shirt that had been washed past the point of color. Her ponytail hung limp, damp at the base of her skull from exertion. Her hands — Jesus, her hands — were raw, the knuckles red and split in places that mirrored mine, not from fighting but from wringing rags soaked in chemicals that were eating her alive by degrees.

She smelled like cheap soap and exhaustion.

I know what exhaustion smells like. It's not sweat. It's something underneath — a faint, sour undertone that the body releases when its reserves hit zero, when the muscles have burned through their glycogen and started cannibalizing something deeper. Mixed with the industrial lemon of the soap she used, it created a scent profile so specific that my brain registered it on first contact and refused to let go.

Two weeks. That's how long I'd been aware of her.

Fourteen fight nights. Twenty-eight hours of watching from distances she couldn't detect — the corridor entrance, the shadow behind the stairwell support column, the gap between the furnace housing and the east wall where the light didn't reach. I learned her patterns. The way she started with the cage, always the cage first, working the chain-link with a rag before moving to the floor. The way she kept her eyes down. The way she flinched at sudden sounds but didn't run — a distinction that told me everything about what kind of life had built her.

Flinching means fear. Not running means fear is old. Familiar. Domesticated.

Someone had trained this girl to absorb pain without seeking escape, and the understanding of that sat in my chest like a shard of rebar — immovable, oxidizing, sharp enough to cut when I breathed too deep.

She didn't belong here.

That thought had no logic behind it. Everyone in this basement — Dmitri, the fighters, the bookies, the crowd — was here because Detroit had funneled them downward through a series of increasingly narrow channels until the only exit was underground. She was no different. Poverty has a current, and it pulls everyone to the same drain.

But as she moved through the filth without absorbing it. The careful, deliberate way she wrung the mop, conserving energy with the muscle memory of someone who'd learned that every calorie counted. The quiet dignity of a body performing degrading work without letting the degradation reach whatever lived behind her eyes.

Something in me — something beneath the silence, beneath the calluses, beneath the years of voluntary muteness that had calcified around my vocal cords like calcium on pipe — recognized her.

Not knew. Recognized. The way a register recognizes its own resonance in another body. A tuning fork struck against bone.

She looked.

Quarter-turn. Just enough. Her eyes caught mine for a fraction of a second — wide, dark, the pupils blown from adrenaline she was trying to hide — and then snapped back to the floor.

My lungs emptied.

Neither gasp nor a catch. A complete evacuation, as if her gaze had reached into my chest and pulled the air out by the root. I stood in that doorway, bleeding onto the threshold from hands that had just rearranged a man's skeletal structure, and I couldn't breathe because a girl with raw knuckles and a mop had looked at me like I was the most dangerous thing she'd ever seen.

She was right.

I was.

And standing there, watching her force her attention back to the concrete, watching the fine tremor in her fingers betray the calm her posture was selling, I made a decision that didn't involve logic or reason or any of the higher functions that separate men from the animals they pretend not to be.

She was mine.

Not in as Dmitri owned the Pit. Not in the way the landlords in this city owned the buildings they let rot around their tenants. Neither transactional nor conditional.

Mine as gravity owns a falling body. Absolute. Irreversible. Built into the physics of the thing.

I peeled myself from the doorway. Walked back through the dark corridor. Sat on this bench. Unwrapped these hands.

And the noise — that constant, grinding static that had lived inside my skull for as long as I could remember, the white noise of rage and damage and unprocessed memory that never turned off, never dimmed, never let me sleep for more than ninety minutes at a stretch — went quiet.

For the first time in all that time, the inside of my head sounded like the inside of her empty room after the crowd left.

Clean.

Still.

Hers.

I flexed my ruined hands one more time, watching the blood bead along the split knuckle, and I understood with the certainty of a man who has nothing left to lose that I would kill every single person in this city before I let anything touch her.

Starting with whoever gave her those scars on her knuckles that didn't come from bleach.
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Chapter 3
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The Alley

✦  ✦  ✦

Forty dollars doesn't split evenly into survival.

I'd done the math so many times the numbers had worn grooves into my brain — neural pathways carved by repetition, like water carves limestone, in increments and without mercy. Bus fare: four-sixty round trip, twice a week. That left thirty-one dollars and change from each fight night. Two nights a week meant sixty-two dollars. Rent on my studio — and calling it a studio was generous, the way calling a coffin a bedroom is generous — ran four hundred a month. Utilities weren't included. Nothing was ever included.

Four hundred divided by sixty-two meant I needed approximately six and a half weeks of uninterrupted work just to keep a roof. Factor in food — and I use that word loosely, because rice and canned beans purchased in bulk from the dented-can shelf at the Gratiot Avenue Save-A-Lot don't qualify as food so much as a negotiation with starvation — and the math stopped working entirely.

The math never worked. That was the secret nobody told you about poverty. It wasn't a condition you could budget your way out of. It was a rigged equation, a house always stacked against you, designed to keep you running on a wheel that powered someone else's lights.

Saturday night. One forty-five in the morning. I pushed through the service door at the back of the tire shop and stepped into the alley.

Cold hit me like a fist.

Not the crisp, picturesque cold of a Michigan winter — the kind they photograph for tourism boards, all frosted pines and steaming mugs. This was Detroit cold. Urban cold. Wet, industrial, carrying particulate matter from the refinery stacks on Zug Island and the chemical tang of road salt dissolving into puddles that never fully froze. It found the gaps in my jacket — a men's Carhartt I'd pulled from a Goodwill bin three winters ago, two sizes too large, the zipper broken past the sternum — and settled against my ribs like an unwanted hand.

I pulled the jacket tighter. Tucked my chin. Started walking.

The alley behind Dmitri's ran fifty yards before spitting out onto Livernois, a four-lane stretch of check-cashing joints, liquor stores with bulletproof glass, and shuttered businesses whose signs had faded past legibility. My bus stop was three blocks east. Forty minutes until the next Route 38, which meant forty minutes standing under a busted shelter with no side panel, exposed to whatever the night decided to throw at me.

My sneakers were wet. They were always wet. The left sole had a crack running from the ball of the foot to the arch, and every puddle found it, every patch of slush infiltrated it, until my sock became a cold, spongy second skin that squished with each step. I'd lined the inside with a plastic grocery bag last week. It helped for about a day.

I was calculating — always calculating, the poverty arithmetic that never stops running in the background of your brain — whether I could afford new shoes if I skipped the electric bill and ate from the food bank on Tuesdays, when a hand closed around my upper arm.

"Hey. Hey, sweetheart. Hold on."

The grip spun me sideways. Not hard enough to hurt, but hard enough to rearrange my trajectory, to remind me that the physics of the interaction weren't mine to control. A body stepped out from the shadow of the dumpster — big, not Jax-big, but big enough. Leather jacket. Breath that hit me three seconds before his words did — bourbon and menthol, the cologne of a man who'd been drinking at the fights since the first bout.

I knew him. Peripherally. One of the regulars. Mid-forties, thick neck, a face that had been reasonably handsome fifteen years and forty pounds ago. He worked the crowd for Dmitri sometimes, taking side bets, skimming his percentage. I'd mopped around his boots more than once.

"Where you going so fast?" His fingers were still on my arm. Thumb pressing into the soft tissue above my elbow, finding the nerve cluster there with the casual accuracy of a man who'd grabbed women in alleys before. "Come on. Have a drink with me. I got my car right there."

He jerked his chin toward a rusted Chrysler parked at the alley's mouth, engine off, windows dark.

"No thank you." My voice came out flat. Practiced. The tone you develop after a lifetime of declining things that aren't actually being offered — they're being announced. "I have a bus to catch."

"Bus don't come for another forty minutes. I checked." His smile spread like oil on water. "Cold out here. Let me give you a ride. Warm you up."

The math again. Always the math. Except this equation was different — not dollars and cents but angles and distances. Forty feet to Livernois. No one on the sidewalk. The tire shop's service door locked from the inside; I couldn't get back in without buzzing Dmitri, and Dmitri didn't answer buzzes after the fights. The dumpster blocked the sightline from the street. If I screamed, the sound would bounce off brick and die in the alley's dead-end acoustics.

His grip tightened. One millimeter. Just enough to communicate that the conversation had shifted registers.

"I said come on."

Fear is a strange animal. It doesn't hit you the way movies suggest — no slow-motion, no dramatic gasp, no cinematic awareness of your own mortality. It arrives as a list. A rapid-fire inventory of things you should've done differently: shouldn't have taken the back exit, should've waited for Dmitri to lock up, should've carried the knife from the kitchen drawer instead of leaving it under the mattress where it did absolutely no good.

I opened my mouth. To say what, I don't know. Scream, negotiate, beg — the menu of responses available to a woman caught in the dark by a man with bourbon courage and bad intentions.

I never got to choose.

Something came out of the dark behind him.

Not walked. Not approached. Materialized — as if the shadows along the east wall had thickened, condensed, and vomited forth a shape so large it temporarily blocked the ambient light from the street. No footstep preceded it. No warning. One second the space behind the man was empty air and brick, and the next it was full of Jax.

His hand closed over the man's face.

Not his collar, not his shoulder — his face. Palm over the nose and mouth, fingers wrapping around the skull like he was palming a basketball, and he ripped the man off me with a force that sent the guy's feet briefly airborne. The grip on my arm vanished so fast it left a phantom ache.

What happened next took three seconds.

Three seconds is not a long time. It is barely enough to inhale. It is the duration of a hiccup, a blink, the space between one heartbeat and the next.

In three seconds, Jax slammed the man into the brick wall with enough force to dislodge mortar dust. The impact sound was not cinematic. It was heavy, wet, biological — a sack of fluid and bone meeting mineral at velocity. Before the man's biology could process the first collision, Jax drove his knee upward into the soft mass below the rib cage, folding him in half like a hinge. The bourbon-and-menthol breath evacuated in a single, ruptured wheeze.

The man dropped. Not to his knees — past his knees. His body didn't have enough structural integrity left to stop at kneeling. He went all the way to the asphalt, face-first, a marionette with every string cut simultaneously.

A sound came out of him. No words, no a groan. A high, thin wheeze, like air escaping a tire through a puncture too small to see.

Three seconds. Beginning to end.

Jax stood over the collapsed heap of leather jacket and regret, his chest rising and falling with the slow, metered cadence of a man who had not exerted himself. His fists hung at his sides — not clenched, I noticed. He hadn't even closed them. Open palms. Relaxed fingers. He'd dismantled a grown man using the mechanical advantage of his own body weight and hadn't needed to form a fist to do it.

He looked at me.

Those dark, lightless eyes found mine across six feet of filthy alley, and the expression on his face was — nothing. Absolute zero. No rage, no satisfaction, no residual adrenaline brightening his pupils. Just that flat, bottomless attention I'd felt in the basement. The gaze that didn't scan or evaluate but simply landed and stayed, like a pin through a butterfly's thorax.

My back pressed against the opposite wall. I hadn't decided to retreat; my body had made the call without consulting my brain, putting brick between my shoulder blades and cold air between my chest and his. My hands were shaking. My knees had opinions about continuing to support my weight.

He didn't step forward. Didn't reach for me. Didn't tilt his head or soften his expression or do any of the things a normal person would do to signal I'm not going to hurt you. Because Jax, I was beginning to understand, didn't trade in signals. He didn't reassure. He didn't perform.

He just stood there, a wall of healed wounds and quiet violence, making absolutely certain that the man at his feet wasn't getting up.

Then he turned.

Walked back into the dark. The shadows swallowed him the same way they'd delivered him — completely, silently, as if the alley had inhaled and taken him back into its lungs.

I stood there for a long time. Long enough for the man on the ground to start crawling. Long enough for my heartbeat to find something approximating its normal rhythm. Long enough for the cold to remind me that my sneakers were wet, my jacket was broken, and my bus was still twenty-six minutes away.

I walked to Livernois on legs that didn't feel entirely mine.

Sat on the busted bench at the shelter.

Waited.

And every thirty seconds, without meaning to, without wanting to, I looked over my shoulder into the dark mouth of the alley where a monster had appeared, unmade a man, and vanished — leaving nothing behind but mortar dust, a wheezing body, and the slow, sinking certainty that he was still out there.

Watching.

From somewhere I couldn't see and would never be able to outrun.
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Chapter 4
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Broken Lock

✦  ✦  ✦

Three dollars and fourteen cents.

I counted it twice, spreading the coins across the kitchen counter — a strip of warped laminate bolted to the wall that doubled as my dining table, my desk, my cutting board, and the place where hope came to die every Sunday morning when I tallied what was left. Two dollar bills, soft and wrinkled as old skin. A dime. Four pennies. The nickel I'd been carrying since Thursday had fallen through the hole in my jacket pocket somewhere between the bus stop and here.

Gone. Five cents, swallowed by Detroit as Detroit swallows everything — quietly, without acknowledgment, without giving it back.

Three-fourteen wouldn't cover bus fare to the Pit on Thursday. Which meant I'd walk. Forty-seven blocks each way. An hour and twenty minutes if I kept pace, longer if the wind came off the river as it had been doing all week, that raw, bone-seeking gust that turned Gratiot Avenue into a wind tunnel and made every traffic light an exercise in survival.

Walking meant leaving an hour earlier. Leaving an hour earlier meant skipping the shift at the laundromat — my other job, the daytime one, the one that paid six dollars an hour off the books to fold strangers' warm clothes while my own were still damp from the line I'd rigged across my bathtub. Mrs. Pak who ran the place wouldn't hold my slot. She had three other girls waiting, all of them just as desperate, all of them with the same hollow arithmetic running behind their eyes.
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