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chapter ONE

The emergency room at Chrystal Valley Hospital was a chaotic, overcrowded mess. Dr. Andrew Alexander sighed as he checked the clock on the wall. It was almost midnight, and his shift had ended several hours ago. Working overtime was a part of the job description for a first-year resident, but at some point, he had to call it a night.

He paused in front of the glass doors separating the waiting room from the rest of the ER, looking over the patients one last time. Coughing elders, a man cradling his wrist, a woman with a rash—nothing out of the ordinary. He was just about to head home when he noticed two red-haired women on a couch in the corner of the room. One of them was crying but looked perfectly healthy. His gaze moved over to the other woman, and then he froze.

Her face was covered in bruises. Some of them were fresh, while others were turning green and yellow. Her eyes were closed, but he could see that her left one was nearly swollen shut. He’d seen injuries like these before, and he knew exactly what caused them.

He caught a nurse as she rushed by and pointed at the woman. “Why is she waiting outside? We need to get her a room.”

The nurse glanced at the clock and then back to him. “She’s low priority. Fever. Uninsured. She can wait.”

Andrew clenched his jaw. “What about her face? Someone has obviously beaten her up.”

“The bruises are several days old. Not an emergency. Besides, she’s here for the fever. We don’t have time to treat a fever right now.”

No, they didn’t, but Andrew still couldn’t let it go. “Where are the attendings?”

She checked the clock again. “They’re still working on that cardiac arrest. I’m sorry, but I really have to leave. If the guy with the second-degree burn doesn’t get his morphine he’s going to start yelling again.”

She picked up a tray with a syringe from the medical cart and half walked, half jogged down the corridor. Andrew turned his gaze back to the red-haired woman. Her skin was pale, but her cheeks were flushed. Pearls of sweat trickled down her temples. She had a fever, all right—a bad one.

He entered the waiting room and approached the women on the couch. The healthy-looking one grabbed his white coat in a desperate grip.

“You have to help me,” she said, her voice trembling. “Robyn is sick. Really sick. She’s my sister—I know it’s not just a fever. Please, you have to help us.”

“I’m fine,” Robyn mumbled. “Lucy worries too much. I’m fine.”

I’m fine. The words echoed in Andrew’s head. He’d heard that lie way too many times.

A discoloration on her wrist caught his eye. He carefully took her hand in his and raised it from her lap. His eyes widened as he rolled up her sleeve. A badly healed cut went from the bend of her arm down to her wrist, stitched together with something that looked like ordinary sewing thread. He’d never seen a wound so inflamed before.

“What the hell happened here?” he asked, staring at the arm. “These stitches… Who did this to her?”

Lucy sobbed. “She did.”

Robyn opened her mouth, but before she could say anything, she collapsed against her sister. Andrew didn’t think—he just acted. He scooped her up in his arms and carried her through the glass doors.

“I need a gurney over here,” he yelled to whoever might be listening. The nurse he’d just spoken to stuck her head out from one of the examination rooms.

“Dr. Alexander?” She stared at him, then at the woman in his arms, and then at him again. “What on earth are you doing?”

“Sepsis,” he said, ignoring her question. “Most likely going into shock.”

Understanding dawned in the nurse’s eyes. “I’ll get the gurney.”

• • •

Andrew watched as two nurses rolled Robyn’s bed away from the ER toward the ICU. He’d saved her life, but something still gnawed at him. According to her medical records, she was only twenty-two. Most of her bruises were fresh, but some of her scars had to be several years old. There was no record of her ever visiting the ER before. Someone was hurting this woman, and she was handling it all by herself.

Robyn Monroe’s life was no longer in Andrew’s hands, but he still couldn’t get the image of her bruised face out of his head.

• • •

When Robyn opened her eyes, all she knew was that something had gone terribly wrong.

She was lying on a hard bed in a room she didn’t recognize. The stench of disinfectant stung her nose, and the bright light from the ceiling lamp made her eyes water. Her body felt strangely heavy, and the pain in her arm was gone. What the hell happened? She remembered Lucy dragging her to the ER—which she would never have succeeded with if Robyn hadn’t been in too much pain to protest—but after that, everything was a blur.

She turned her head to the side. Lucy was sleeping in a chair next to the bed, her head resting on the mattress. Her mascara had left smudges on her cheeks, and several locks of her long, red hair had come loose from her braid. She looked much older than her eighteen years.

“Lucy?” Robyn croaked.

Lucy jerked back from the bed. “Robyn? Oh, thank God you’re awake.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “Thank God.”

Robyn didn’t know how long Lucy had been watching over her, but judging by the bags under her eyes, it had to have been a while. She swallowed hard. Things weren’t supposed to be like this. Robyn was the oldest. She was supposed to take care of her sister, not the other way around.

She thought about saying so but was distracted by a strange feeling in her nose. There was something on her face. She wanted it gone. When she tried to lift her arm to remove it, she found that there was a needle and a tube attached to her hand. Dumbfounded, she let her arm fall back onto the mattress.

“What happened?” she finally asked.

“Your stitches got infected. You almost died.” Lucy took a deep breath and wiped away her tears. “This is it, you hear me? I can’t go through this again. You have to stop fighting.”

Robyn looked away. “I will. Soon.”

Lucy shook her head. “That’s what you always say.”

They both fell silent when the door opened. A tall, slender man in a white coat entered the room.

“Oh, she’s awake?” He flashed a smile that could only be described as perfect. “That’s great. Am I interrupting?”

“Of course not.” Lucy smiled back at him. “Robyn, this is Dr. Alexander. He’s the man who saved your life.”

“Oh.”

“He’s been checking up on you ever since,” Lucy continued. “He’s really dedicated.”

“Oh.” Robyn didn’t know what else to say. She had a faint memory of a man picking her up and carrying her in his arms, but she’d thought it was a dream. She’d hoped it was a dream. Oh God.

Dr. Alexander approached the bed. He had a strong jaw and well-defined cheekbones, and his sky-blue eyes formed an interesting contrast against his black hair. Robyn fixed her eyes on the ceiling, her cheeks heating up. And he had to be hot, too.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“I’m fine.”

He sighed. “Of course you are.”

“Just stop it, Robyn,” Lucy said. “You’re allowed to feel like crap when you’ve been out for two days.”

The words hit her like a punch in the gut. Two days. She’d been at the hospital for two days. Her heart pounded in her chest as she tried to calculate the cost of a two-day hospital stay. All she could come up with was way too much. Her breathing quickened. This can’t be happening.

“Lucy, we need to leave,” she said. “Right now.”

Dr. Alexander looked at her as if she was crazy. “You’re still being treated for your sepsis. You’ll have to stay for at least a couple more days.”

“We can’t afford it!” Robyn sat up. Her head spun, but she forced herself to remain upright.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Dr. Alexander said. “Robyn…”

“Fuck off,” she hissed. Before anyone could stop her, she’d pulled the weird plastic thing from her nose and the needle out of her hand. She put her feet on the floor, stood up—and then the world turned sideways. Her knees buckled, but Dr. Alexander caught her before she hit the floor. When he helped her back up on the bed, she was too embarrassed to protest.

“Okay. That was a little unexpected.” He pressed a compress against her bleeding hand. “People don’t usually do that.”

Lucy let out a dejected sigh. “No, they don’t.” She glared at Robyn. “You’re staying here until the doctors say you can leave, okay? I don’t care about the cost. Your health is more important.”

No, it’s not. Robyn closed her eyes. She didn’t even want to think about what she was going to have to do to pay for this hospital stay. It was going to hurt, that was for sure.

“You’ve never been to the hospital before, is that right?” Dr. Alexander said.

Robyn nodded.

“Because you can’t afford it?”

She sent him a dirty look. “Because I haven’t needed it.”

“I’ve seen your scars. You’ve been badly injured many, many times before, and if I’m not mistaken, it’s only a matter of time until you’re injured again. Am I wrong?”

Robyn blinked. Shit. She hadn’t expected a doctor to be that perceptive.

“No,” she said. “I’ll be fine.”

He raised his eyebrows. “How did you get that cut?”

“Accident in the kitchen.”

“And the bruises?”

“Fell down the stairs.”

They stared at each other. Dr. Alexander’s piercing eyes seemed to see right through her. He knew she was lying, and he wasn’t going to let it go.

“I want to make a deal,” he said. “The next time you get hurt, you call me. I’ll help you for free.”

Robyn narrowed her eyes. “Why would you do that?”

“Because someone has to make sure your injuries don’t kill you.” He gave her a strained smile. “It would make me sleep easier at night.”

His offer was too good to be true. Way too good. He had to have some ulterior motive. No one was nice to someone like her without expecting something in return.

“I don’t need your pity,” she said. “I’m—”

“Enough, Robyn.” Lucy’s eyes were filled with tears again, but her voice was steady and unwavering. “You’re not fine. You haven’t been fine for a very long time. I’m tired of being worried all the time. The next time you get injured, you’re going to call Dr. Alexander. Understand?”

Robyn didn’t know what to say, so she just nodded. She might be the older of the two, but she was definitely not the one calling the shots in their little family.

“It’s a deal, then.” Dr. Alexander flashed another flawless smile, turned around, and left.

Lucy sat by the bed again. Her eyes didn’t look quite as weary anymore, and her posture had lost some of its stiffness. Robyn closed her eyes. The deal with the handsome doctor didn’t sit right with her, but if it made Lucy happy, she could live with it. And besides, having access to free health care could be of use someday. She was a street fighter, after all. Sooner or later, street fighters always got hurt.

• • •

Andrew had known Robyn got hurt a lot, but he hadn’t expected her to be back at the hospital less than two weeks after she left it. He told his colleagues some convenient lies before sneaking away at the end of his shift, taking great care not to run into any attendings.

You’re going to lose your job, his inner critic whispered. This is going to ruin your career.

Andrew ignored the intruding thoughts. Everything would be fine—as long as he didn’t get caught. He had to do this. He would never be able to live with himself if he didn’t. The last time he’d seen injuries like that, he’d been too much of a coward to help. He’d regretted it ever since.

He headed down to the floor below the ER. There was an old examination room there that hadn’t been used for years. He’d told Lucy he’d meet them there.

When he entered the room, he only found one person in it. Robyn was sitting on a gurney, pressing a bloodstained towel against her forehead. She looked up at him and then fixed her eyes on the wall.

“Lucy has an exam tomorrow morning,” she muttered. “Let’s just get this over with.”

There were new bruises on her face, and her lip was swollen. His gaze fell on the hand holding the towel. There were scrapes all over her knuckles.

Andrew carefully approached her. “What happened?”

“Walked into a door.”

He clenched his jaw. She was a terrible liar.

“Let me see your forehead,” he said.

“It’s nothing. Lucy overreacted.” She slowly removed the towel. “It just won’t stop bleeding.”

A deep cut ran from her eyebrow to her hairline. The moment she stopped pressing the towel against it, blood began to trickle down her face. Andrew grabbed the soaked piece of cloth and pressed it against the wound again.

“Okay. That’s going to need some stitches.”

Robyn rolled her eyes but didn’t say anything.

When he injected her with the local anesthesia, she didn’t even flinch. The way Robyn reacted to pain—or the way she didn’t react to it—was concerning. She sat perfectly still as he stitched up the cut.

“I wish you’d tell me what’s happening to you,” he said without really expecting an answer.

To his surprise, she glanced up at him. “Why?”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Why do you care?”

She was looking at him expectantly, and her curiosity made her face look less intimidating than usual. Sweeter. Auburn locks that tumbled down her back in wavy curls framed her heart-shaped face. Faint scars crisscrossed over her face and body, creating intricate patterns on her pale skin. Her big, brown eyes looked like dark wells.

“I’m a doctor,” he finally said. “It’s my job to care.”

He tore his eyes away from hers, fearing those dark wells would swallow him whole if he looked into them any longer. Her face was bruised and swollen, but it didn’t make her any less beautiful.

She fixed her eyes on the wall again. “Right.”

“Wrong answer?”

She didn’t answer. Her silence saddened him more than it should have.

He finished stitching up her forehead and put a bandage over the wound. When Robyn stood up from the gurney, the movement caused her to flinch.

Andrew raised his eyebrows. “I saw that.”

She let out an annoyed groan. “I hit my rib, okay? It’s nothing.”

“I’ll be the judge of that. Let me see.”

She glared at him. At first, he thought she’d protest, but then she removed her bulky hoodie and the tank top beneath it. She was thin. Way too thin. As she stood there in her sports bra, Andrew couldn’t stop himself from looking at her scars. She was so young, yet there were so many of them.

Robyn crossed her arms, covering up some of the more gruesome marks. “Just get on with it.”

He placed the clock of his stethoscope on her chest. Clear, even breathing sounds. He put the stethoscope back in his pocket and placed his hands below her armpits, letting them wander down her sides. When he reached her seventh rib, a sharp gasp escaped her lips.

“That’s most likely a fracture,” he said. “I’d need an x-ray to know for sure, though.”

“No.” Robyn shook off his hands and pulled on her clothes again.

“Robyn, please—”

“I said no.”

She rushed past him, heading toward the door. Without thinking, Andrew reached out and grabbed her arm. Her reaction was instantaneous. Before he could even blink, she’d spun around, pushed him up against the wall, and pressed her forearm against his throat. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t breathe. He just stood there, frozen in place, staring at her in shock. This was not the poor, abused woman he’d thought he’d been helping. This was someone completely different.

Robyn’s eyes widened. She removed her arm and scrambled away from him, almost tripping over her own feet.

“I’m sorry,” she said, looking frailer and more insecure than he’d ever seen her before. “I didn’t mean to… I’m so sorry.”

Andrew coughed and cleared his throat. “It’s okay. I shouldn’t have done that. It’s okay.” His words seemed to calm her, and he found himself wanting to wrap her in a blanket, give her a cup of tea, and tell her everything would be okay. He also realized that she would probably kick his ass if he tried, so instead he took a deep breath and asked her the question he’d wanted to ask her from the moment he first saw her.

“Robyn, is someone hurting you?”

“No.” Her lips twitched. “Well, not in the way you think.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Interpret it however you like.” There was a tone of amusement in her voice, as if the whole thing was part of a joke he didn’t quite get. “Thanks for the stitches, Dr. Alexander. I appreciate it.”

Andrew didn’t know what to say. Instead of trying to find an eloquent response, he went with a simple, “Please, call me Andrew.”

Robyn nodded. “Andrew. Sure.”

When she walked toward the door again, he was too perplexed to stop her. She cast him a quick glance over her shoulder, and this time, he was certain—the twitch of her lips was the beginning of a smirk.

“You think my injuries are bad? You should see the other guy.”

With those words, she walked through the door, leaving a speechless Andrew behind her in the examination room.

He ran his fingers through his hair, staring at the closed door. He’d been so sure about his theory on what was happening to Robyn Monroe that he hadn’t noticed the things that didn’t match up. Some of her injuries didn’t fit the abuse-case stereotype. Some of them, like the scrapes on her knuckles, indicated that she was the one dealing the blows.

He pulled out his cell phone. A friend of his knew everything there was to know about Chrystal Valley’s underworld, and Andrew was going to need his expertise.

“Hey, Jason, it’s Andrew Alexander. This is a strange question, but…you don’t happen to know anything about street fighting, do you?”





chapter TWO

Never before in his twenty-seven years of living had Andrew been so far out of his comfort zone.

The underground parking garage was filled with people, most of them men in their early thirties. Everyone’s eyes were fixed on the two men beating the crap out of each other in the middle of the crowd. The fight was held inside an octagon-shaped cage: a rickety construction consisting of chicken wire wrapped around eight iron poles. The stench of sweat and stale beer, the nonexistent personal space, the grunts and low-pitched groans coming from the cage—Andrew just couldn’t fathom why people paid to take part in it.

The crowd cheered as one of the fighters received a savage kick to his stomach and crashed into the fence. For a moment, he looked like he was going to pass out, but he somehow kept himself on his feet. He staggered back into the middle of the cage, just to get punched in the face by his opponent. Blood gushed from his nose. Andrew’s stomach lurched. The brutality of the fight horrified him, but he still couldn’t bring himself to look away.

“This is insane!” he said to Jason. “A kick like that could cause internal bleeding! And what about his spleen? That kick could definitely have damaged his spleen.”

“Stop it.” Jason scowled at him. “I’m risking a lot by bringing you here, so could you at least try to fit in?”

Sometimes, Andrew wondered if Jason really was an undercover cop pretending to be a gang member, or if he was in fact a gang member pretending to be a cop. Jason didn’t seem to be completely certain about that either. His nose was crooked from a fracture that had never healed right, and his eyes were gray and hardened. With his leather jacket and steel-toe boots, he looked like the kind of guy no one would like to run into in a dark alley late at night.

A couple of months ago, Andrew had helped Jason after a particularly violent gang fight. By doing so, he’d made an unexpected friend. Jason was living his undercover gang life to the fullest, and Andrew had patched him up more times than he could remember. Andrew wasn’t overly fond of daredevils in general, but he did like Jason. He was one of the few policemen in Chrystal Valley who cared about protecting all of the city’s inhabitants—not just the ones who happened to be sponsoring the police station.

“And he’s down! Is it a knockout? I believe it’s a knockout!” the commentator yelled into his microphone, bouncing around outside the cage like an overexcited toddler. Fighter number one let out a guttural roar, standing triumphant over fighter number two’s motionless body.

“He needs a doctor.” Andrew started to move toward the cage.

Jason grabbed his arm. “If you keep this up, I’m never bringing you to a fight again. If you want to find this Robyn chick, you’re going to have to let this go. Endgame, Alexander. Focus on the endgame.”

Andrew knew Jason was right, but he still had a hard time holding himself back.

“Do you think she’ll be here tonight?” he asked, trying to take his mind off the fighter and his most likely severe injuries.

“Maybe. The Valkyrie usually shows up about twice a month, and it’s been two weeks since I last saw her. There’s definitely a chance she’ll be fighting tonight.”

The Valkyrie. Andrew had no idea why Robyn had chosen to fight under that name, but somehow, it fit. “Are you sure it’s her?”

“Skinny girl with red hair, it does sound like our Valkyrie. Tough little lady, never taps out.” Jason grinned. “Pretty damn hot, too. I get why you’re interested in her.”

Before Andrew could answer, the commentator once again picked up his microphone.

“Next fight will begin in just a moment!” he shouted. “I hope you’ve placed your bets wisely, ladies and gentlemen, because this is gonna be a tight one.”

Another pair of muscular men entered the cage, and soon, the fight was on again. Still no sign of Robyn.

Andrew suffered through almost a dozen more fights that night, but the fighter called the Valkyrie never showed up.

• • •

A couple of blocks away, Robyn finally finished cleaning the last booth at the café. Sandy’s was widely known as the café with the latest closing hours in Chrystal Valley, and Robyn often took the night shift. At half past one in the morning, a group of hungry, intoxicated college students had decided they needed some sandwiches, and they’d managed to make a total mess of their booth. Extra work late at night always sucked, but she appreciated the tips. She was falling behind on bills, and she needed all the money she could get.

It was almost half past two when Robyn took off her apron and locked up the café. She took a deep breath before opening the back door. Several days had passed since she last spoke with her manager, and Swanson usually made his visits late at night.

Because of the gambling debts she’d inherited from her mother, she’d ended up owing money to at least half the bookies in Chrystal Valley. Swanson had taken care of that. Now, there was only one bookie left to pay—Swanson himself. The deal they’d made wasn’t too bad. She fought for him to repay her debt, and he helped her out every now and then. Most of the money she earned from her fights went straight to him, but she got to keep some of it.

There had been times when she’d wanted nothing more than to stop fighting, but as long as the debt remained, quitting wasn’t an option. Swanson had always been civil to her, but she knew what happened to those who crossed him. He was the most powerful bookmaker in Chrystal Valley. Ruining her and Lucy’s lives would be simple for a man like him.

She stepped out onto the parking lot outside the café. A thin old man in a pinstriped suit waited for her under a streetlight. He slowly approached her, leaning heavily on his cane.

“Good evening, Ms. Monroe.” Swanson smiled. “How is the rib?”

His eyes, gunmetal-gray like his bushy eyebrows and sharply parted hair, were cold and calculating. Robyn had never seen them express any kind of emotion.

“It’s fine, thank you,” she lied. Her rib still hurt every time she took a deep breath, but she knew Swanson’s concern was as false as his smile.

“Good, good. I took care of that medical bill for you. I thought you’d appreciate that.”

“I do.” A knot of worry grew in her stomach. Swanson’s gifts always came with a price.

“I’ve set up a game for you,” he said. “Tomorrow at 6 p.m. in the Circle.”

Robyn felt the blood drain from her face. “I thought I was supposed to fight at the Octagon on Thursday.”

“That was the original plan, yes,” Swanson said, “but plans change. The tournament is coming up, and your odds…well, let’s say they’re looking a bit too good right now. You’ve had an impressive winning streak lately, and people are starting to notice it. Two-to-one odds don’t make any real money, dear.”

“I guess not…” Please don’t say it, please don’t say it, please don’t say it.

Swanson’s lips smiled, but his eyes remained emotionless. “I want you to lose.”

• • •

The following day went by in a haze. When Robyn sat down on the couch in the lunchroom during her break, she could barely remember anything from the morning. All she could think about was the upcoming fight.

The arena called the Circle could barely be called an arena—it was just a bunch of cars parked in a circle around a patch of grass. In the Circle, it wasn’t just the opponent you had to watch out for. Most of the cars had shards of glass and rusty pieces of metal sticking up all over the place, and some fighters liked to use arena perks like that to their advantage. The still healing cut on her forearm was a constant reminder of how dangerous a broken rearview mirror could be.

In the beginning of her fighting career, Robyn had often wondered how the owners of the Circle could run a fighting arena out in the open without getting caught by the police. Then she’d found one of the local police officers in the audience after one of her fights. She’d realized that the police were all very well aware of the many fighting locations in Chrystal Valley. They just didn’t care.

She wasn’t sure how a small city like Chrystal Valley had become so corrupt. It always had been, and most likely, it always would be. It didn’t matter that NYC was only a fifty-minute train ride away—Chrystal Valley played by its own rules and unwritten laws.

“Are you okay?” Her oldest friend and coworker, Suzanna, bounced down on the couch and tilted her head to the side, playing with her curly, rainbow-colored hair. “You shouldn’t take the morning shift right after a night shift. Your aura looks sad.”

“My aura is fine.” Robyn gave Suzanna a halfhearted smile. “I’m just tired.”

Suzanna blinked, fluttering her long, feathery false lashes. “No, it definitely looks sad. Sad and worried.”

“Turn off your inner eye and eat your sandwich,” Robyn scoffed. She didn’t believe in auras, but she had to admit that Suzanna’s ability to read emotions was freakishly on point. It always had been.

Robyn could still remember the nights when Suzanna had curled up in Lucy’s bed, making herself as small as possible as the three of them waited for their mothers’ two-man party in the living room to end. Robyn’s mother had made crappy life choices when she was drunk. Suzanna’s mother had been the violent type.

Suzanna gave Robyn a bright, carefree smile as she picked up a sandwich from her lunch box and divided it in two. “I’ll eat it if you agree to share it with me. Your aura looks sad, worried, and hungry.”

Robyn rolled her eyes but gratefully accepted the sandwich. She needed all the energy she could get before the fight.

Suzanna looked at her, and for a moment, the cheerful façade faltered a little. “When?”

Robyn didn’t have to ask her what she meant. “Tonight.”

“Where?”

“The Circle.”

Suzanna nodded slowly. “Is there anything I can do?”

“I don’t think so.” Robyn faked a smile. “Thanks anyway.”

Suzanna was right—Robyn was worried. Terrified, even. She’d lost fights on purpose before, but never in the Circle. This time, she would get hurt. Badly.

“Please be careful,” Suzanna said.

Robyn swallowed hard. “I’ll try.”

• • •

Robyn took off her apron and left the café a little after five. She knew she probably should have grabbed something to eat before the fight, but she didn’t have the time or the money to spare. Ignoring her growling stomach, she put her hair up in a ponytail and began to jog.

She ran south, passing the community college on the way. The well-lit area around campus soon turned into an industrial district cloaked in darkness. The sound of her steps echoed against the concrete walls, uncomfortably loud on the empty street. She didn’t like spending time in this neighborhood, and most people seemed to share her opinion.

When she reached the outdoor arena, Swanson was already waiting for her, wearing the gray wool coat he always wore before fights. The coat made his back look more hunched and thereby made him look older, tricking people into underestimating him.

“You’re late, dear.” Swanson’s faked smile was just a notch colder than the night before.

“I warmed up. I was—”

“You need to last at least two minutes,” he interrupted. “Two minutes, then a knockout. No tap-out. Knockout. Do you understand?”

She nodded. “How much do I get?”

“Enough to cover your monthly fee. If you handle this nicely, I’ll even add a little extra pocket money. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

She nodded again.

“Good girl.” Swanson raised a wrinkly hand and patted her on the cheek. “Two minutes, then knockout.”

Robyn had already stopped listening. She pointed at a man already standing in the Circle. “Is that him?”

“Yes. His name is Tyler, also known as the Griffin, and he’s been a first-class fighter for years. He’s surprisingly fast for his size, so if you’re going to last two minutes, you’ll have to be even faster. Good luck, dear.”

Swanson patted her on the shoulder and then went to join the rapidly increasing audience. She pulled the hood of her sweater over her head and followed him into the crowd.

Tyler was huge. He was at least a hundred pounds heavier than her, and he had to be almost a foot taller. His dark skin glistened with sweat, bringing out his oversized muscles. She recognized the distended stomach and disproportionate upper body muscles. A steroid user. Fantastic. This was really going to hurt.

Robyn was just about to enter the ring when she bumped into a thin young woman with waist-length white hair. The city’s own betting clairvoyant Cassandra was wearing a thick, marine-blue coat even though it was just October, and her crimson-colored lipstick made her skin look even paler than usual.

“Hello, Valkyrie,” she said. “Would you like some advice about tonight’s fight?”

“Not tonight. I…” Robyn paused, unsure how to put it without giving too much away. “I just won’t need it.”

“I see.” Cassandra nodded slowly. “I wish you luck anyway, Valkyrie. You’re competing in the tournament this year, right? First class?”

Robyn shuddered. “Yes.”

The tournament was the event of the year in Chrystal Valley’s underworld. Out of the three classes, the first class was without a doubt the most violent. Robyn was not looking forward to it.

Cassandra smiled. “Good.”

The woman disappeared into the crowd again. Robyn shrugged. Her conversations with Cassandra always tended to be a bit strange.

About a year ago, Cassandra had showed up in Chrystal Valley out of nowhere, and she’d soon become famous for her ability to accurately predict the outcomes of fights. Rumor had it that many of Chrystal Valley’s bookies paid Cassandra so they could base their odds on her predictions. As far as Robyn knew, she was the only one who received information for free. It freaked her out a little.

She walked into the circle of parked cars and dropped her backpack on the ground. Ignoring the audience’s usual comments about her substandard size, she rummaged through the bag and fished out a roll of gauze. She wound the gauze around her wrists and hands, and then secured the wraps with tape.

“Christ, you’re a tiny one,” Tyler said. “And you’re a girl, aren’t you? Jesus. What the hell were they thinking?”

She ignored him. After putting everything back in the bag and throwing it outside the ring, she finally took a closer look at her opponent. He was even bigger up close, but her earlier fear was already dying down. The fight was closing in and her other self was taking over. She smirked and watched as a hint of hesitation flashed in Tyler’s eyes. Then, she performed her final magic trick—she pulled off her sweater.

The audience gasped as she threw the sweater out of the ring. She stood tall in her sports bra and sweatpants, proudly showing off all her bruises and scars. In her ordinary life, she was ashamed of her body and its many imperfections. In the ring, those imperfections were merit points—marks showing exactly how dangerous she could be. In her ordinary life, she was Robyn: small, shy, and forgettable. In the ring, she was the Valkyrie: everything Robyn was not.

She’d picked her stage name from one of her favorite books—an encyclopedia of Norse mythology. Valkyries were angels of death who reigned over the battlefields, choosing whether a soldier would live or die. They were merciless and brutal, just like Robyn had to be every time she stepped inside a fighting ring. The name fit her like a glove.

“What the hell is this? He’s going to crush her!” someone yelled from the audience.

“She’s so tiny! I thought this was supposed to be an even fight,” yelled another.

Robyn didn’t mind the spectators’ comments. It was the reaction she usually got from the audience, even after several wins in a row. When they looked at her, all they could see was a five-foot-seven girl who weighed a lot less than she probably should. They had no idea what she was capable of.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Tyler asked.

She raised her eyebrows. “Are you?”

He shook his head, grinning. “All right. Show me what you’ve got.”

The referee didn’t bother giving any instructions or setting any rules—it was the Circle, after all. Instead, he initiated the fight with a simple, “Go.”

A few seconds passed in which Robyn and Tyler just observed each other. Tyler’s fists were raised, and the heel of his rear foot was lifted slightly off the ground. Judging by his stance, he seemed to be a boxer of some sort—and hell, he was big. Each of his fists was about the same size as her face. Two minutes, then knockout, she thought. One hundred and twenty seconds.

After ten of those one hundred and twenty seconds had passed, Tyler made his move. He ran toward her and threw his fist toward her face—only her face was no longer there. He was fast, but she was faster. She quickly found her rhythm, blocking and dodging his increasingly aggressive punches. He was good, but as long as she focused on her defense, he was going to have a hard time getting close enough to harm her. She spun around and gave him a quick kick in the face. The audience gasped in surprise. Tyler flinched and took a step back, looking more confused than hurt. She used his moment of distraction to jab him in the jaw. He flinched again but immediately retaliated by aiming a punch toward her stomach. His fist missed her by less than an inch. She was faster than him, yes, but not by much.

Thirty seconds into the round, Tyler managed to hit her shoulder before she could move out of the way. She lost her balance for a moment and braced herself against the hood of a car. Pain pulsated from her shoulder down her upper arm. Tyler was even stronger than she’d predicted. She tuned out the pain and bounced back up again. Even if she ultimately had to lose, she still had to make the fight look believable. Before he could follow up his punch, she lunged forward and hit him hard in the gut. The spectators had been promised an even fight, and she was going to give it to them.

When the first minute came to an end, both Robyn and Tyler were sweaty and breathing heavily.

“Just punch his fucking face in!” someone yelled from the audience. “End him, Valkyrie!”

She grinned. The hateful comments had turned into cheers of excitement. Everybody loves the underdog.

Her heart was pounding in her chest. For a moment, she actually felt excited. She hadn’t had the opportunity to fight someone this good in a long time, and a part of her couldn’t help but enjoy it.

One hundred seconds in, she made her first real mistake. She blocked a punch she should have dodged, and the power behind Tyler’s fist made her lose her balance again. She took a step back to steady herself. Her heels touched the ground. She tried to bounce back into the fight, but her rhythm was broken. Tyler centered his blows, making them impossible to avoid. She blocked the first punch, a right hook that would most likely have broken her nose, but the second punch hit her fractured rib. She heard a loud crunch, followed by an odd, wheezing sound. It hurt like hell, but she could handle the pain. Her sudden shortness of breath was worse.

She did a quick twirl and delivered a hard kick to his face. His nose broke under the sole of her foot. He let out a low-pitched groan and took a step backward before throwing himself at her again. Robyn’s inner timer finally reached one hundred and twenty, so when Tyler once again aimed for her face, she only turned away enough for him to hit her cheek instead of her nose. The punch sent her flying through the air, and the world started to fade away the moment she hit the ground. The last thing she saw before the darkness claimed her was Swanson’s triumphant grin.





chapter THREE

After the knockout, Robyn drifted in and out of consciousness. She was almost awake when Mark Schmidt, Swanson’s right-hand man, carelessly threw her over his shoulder to carry her away from the Circle. Her broken rib slammed into his suit-clad back, causing a surge of pain so intense she passed right out again. The next time she came to, she was in the backseat of Swanson’s car. Someone, presumably Mark, had covered the seats in a sheet of tarpaulin before placing her there. I’m supposed to do his dirty work, but God forbid I bring dirt into his car, she thought, feeling both amused and somewhat insulted.

She wasn’t aware she’d blacked out again until she once again found herself hanging upside down over Mark’s shoulder. Her rib bumped into his back over and over as he climbed the stairs to her apartment, sending small explosions of pain through her chest.

He put her down on the floor right outside her front door and rang the doorbell.

“You’re excused from Swanson’s assignments until the tournament,” he said in his usual, monotone voice. He wiped small pearls of sweat off his bald head before dropping her backpack next to her. “The money is in the bag.”

She nodded without really listening. Mark hadn’t bothered helping her into her hoodie so she should have been freezing, but instead she felt like she was burning up from the inside. Her chest hurt, and the pain only got worse every time she tried to breathe.

“I’m coming!” Lucy finally shouted from inside the apartment. Mark spun around. Now that he’d transferred the responsibility of taking care of Robyn to Lucy, his mission was over. He always did what Swanson told him to do—nothing more, nothing less. Robyn sometimes wondered if he could think for himself at all.

“Get out while you still can, Valkyrie,” he said over his shoulder. “You don’t have what it takes to survive in a world like this.”

When Lucy opened the door in her pale-blue pajamas, Mark had already left the building. Lucy looked around in confusion. She was just about to close the door again when Robyn grabbed her ankle.

“Robyn? Oh my God, Robyn, what happened?” Lucy kneeled next to her. “Did you fight again? How bad is it?”

“Can’t breathe.”

“Oh God… What do I do, Robyn? What the hell do I do?” Lucy’s eyes filled with tears. “Oh God, oh God, oh God—”

“Hand,” Robyn said, interrupting the panicked chanting. Lucy took a deep breath, calming herself, and reached out her hand. Robyn grabbed it and slowly pulled herself up. Together, they stumbled inside the apartment. Robyn collapsed on the black leather couch in the combined hallway-living room.

The next time she opened her eyes, someone else was in the room. Someone who wasn’t Lucy. Robyn panicked and tried to sit up, but a firm hand on her shoulder held her down.

“Don’t move,” Lucy said, using her authoritative teaching voice. Robyn glanced up at her. Lucy’s eyes were rimmed with red, but she was no longer crying. Her fear seemed to have given way to anger.

Robyn shuddered. Even though Lucy had only just begun her pre-teacher education at the community college, her teaching voice was already powerful enough to strike fear into anyone exposed to it—Robyn included.

The somewhat familiar figure kneeled next to the couch. “Hi, Robyn.”

She blinked. Why the hell was Dr. Andrew Alexander in her living room? He was wearing a blue shirt and slacks. For a moment, she hadn’t even recognized him without his white coat.

“Lucy called me,” he continued. “She said it was an emergency, so I drove here as fast as I could.” He turned to Lucy. “When did the breathing problem start?”

“I don’t know,” Lucy said. “I found her like this. She’s been… She…”

“I know about the fighting.”

“Oh.”

Oh. Robyn cringed. There were only a handful of people in her life who knew about her being a fighter—she wasn’t sure how to feel about Andrew being one of them.

Andrew gave Lucy a small smile and then turned back to Robyn. “Did you hurt the fractured rib?” he asked.

She nodded.

“I told you your rib was fractured. Why did you go out fighting again?”

She shrugged and then winced at the pain the movement caused. Andrew placed the clock of his stethoscope on her chest and listened carefully.

“That’s definitely a tension pneumothorax.” He pulled a smartphone from his pants pocket. “Damn it. I should have called an ambulance before I left the hospital.”

The word “ambulance” hit Robyn like an electrical shock.

“No!” she gasped, snatching Andrew’s phone from his hand. With a sudden burst of adrenaline, she scrambled off the couch and onto her feet. She grabbed the floor lamp next to the coffee table and raised it like a baseball bat. “No ambulance,” she said, waving the makeshift weapon.

“Robyn, please listen to me.” There was a hint of panic in his voice. “Your broken rib has pierced your lung, causing it to collapse. You’re going into cardiogenic shock, and I can’t help you without the proper equipment. You have to let me call an ambulance.”

He reached out for the phone but had to take a step back as Robyn swung the lamp through the air.

“No. Ambulance.” She was swaying, but her grip on the lamp was firm. Her decision was made, and nothing he said could make her change her mind. She’d finally earned enough money to pay the bills, and she would not be spending it on an ambulance ride. If she kept relying on Swanson’s favors, she would never be free. I’ll be fine, she thought. I’m always fine.

“Can’t you drive her to the hospital?” Lucy asked Andrew.

“It’s too far away. An ambulance could probably be here in ten, but getting to the hospital in my car would take at least twenty with all those traffic lights. We’re running out of time. Shit…” Andrew ran his fingers through his hair, furrowing his brow in concentration.

Robyn could tell the exact moment the idea hit him. His eyes widened, and his lips formed a triumphant grin. “I’ve got a chest tube kit at home! I knew it would be of use one day.”

“A what?” Lucy stared at him.

“Just a thing that can save your sister’s life. I live five minutes from here. I can fix this. I can fix you, Robyn. Please, let me fix you.”

“No ambulance?” Robyn’s head spun, and the pain in her chest was only getting worse.

“No ambulance.”

She didn’t know why, but Andrew was actually worried about her. He seemed to genuinely care. She just couldn’t wrap her head around it. What did he gain from helping her?

Something that almost looked like anger flared in Andrew’s eyes. “We don’t have time for this.”

He tore the floor lamp out of her hands and dropped it on the floor. Before she could object, he’d already scooped her up in his arms. Her body tensed from the unexpected intimacy.

“I’m sorry.” He eased his grip around her back and legs before rushing out of the apartment. “Just hold on, and try not to gasp or cough.”

Robyn nodded. She burrowed her fingers in Andrew’s shirt but then remembered her hands were still wrapped in dirty, bloodstained gauze. She quickly let go of the fabric, but her hands had already left stains.

“It’s okay,” Andrew said, hurrying down the stairs. Robyn reluctantly held on to the shirt again, realizing that she herself was probably just as dirty, bloodstained, and disgusting as the gauze. She closed her eyes and tried not to think about how horrible she must smell. She was ashamed and embarrassed, just like she always seemed to be around Andrew Alexander. There was something about his altruism and picture-perfection that made everything about her seem so dirty.

Lucy opened the door to the backseat of Andrew’s car. Robyn didn’t know much about cars, but she could tell it was an expensive one. She tried to object when he carefully put her down on the leather seat, knowing she’d ruin the luxurious upholstery, but all she got out was a pitiful whimpering sound.

“Don’t worry about it.” He turned to Lucy. “Make sure she stays in an upright position.”

Lucy nodded, scooting closer to Robyn in the backseat. “You’re such an idiot,” she said with an exhausted sigh. “Why didn’t you tell Swanson you were injured? I’m sure he would have understood.”

No, he wouldn’t have. Lucy knew about the debt, but there were many details Robyn had never shared with her. The part about Swanson being the most dangerous man in Chrystal Valley was one of them.

Four minutes later, Andrew parked the car on the driveway outside a large two-story house.

“You live here? All by yourself?” Lucy asked.

“Yes.” Andrew’s answer was short, and he clearly didn’t want any follow-up questions. He opened the door to the backseat and picked Robyn up again.

“You need to eat more,” he said as he jogged toward the front door.

Robyn gave him the finger.

“Stop it!” Lucy exclaimed. “He’s saving your life, so could you for once in your life try to behave?”

“At least she’s not completely out of it.” Andrew looked at Robyn with curious amusement. “Lucy, there’s a set of spare keys in the flowerpot over there. Open the door.”

Lucy hurried to the flowerpot, found the keys, and opened the front door. He never asks for things, Robyn noted. He’s used to ordering people around.

She had to use all the mental strength she could gather to stop herself from hyperventilating. Her body needed oxygen, and breathing didn’t seem to do the trick anymore. She was getting tired, and her body was going numb. All she wanted was to sleep.

Andrew carried her inside. Her vision was getting blurry, but she could tell he had a beautiful home. The hallway was spacious, with a high ceiling and an expensive-looking parquet floor. Every piece of furniture seemed to have been carefully picked out to create the image of a perfect home. But it wasn’t perfect. It didn’t even look like anyone lived there.

Andrew gently put her down in an armchair in the hallway, which was—of course—white. Robyn felt like she probably would have left stains just looking at it. He disappeared into the kitchen, and she could hear him rummage through some drawers. When he returned, he was carrying a cardboard box. He made her put her arm over the armchair’s backrest and tore the box open.

“Normally, the patient’s given local anesthesia before a chest tube insertion, but we’re running out of time.” He wiped the skin on her chest with a damp tissue. The stench of alcohol prickled her nose. “This is a bad idea of epic proportions, you know that, right?”

She nodded.

“All right. All right.” Andrew put on a pair of surgical gloves and picked up the scalpel from the box. He took a deep breath, and for a moment, he almost looked nervous.

“This is really going to hurt,” he said, and made the first incision.

Robyn had always had a high pain threshold, but when the scalpel cut through her skin and muscle she couldn’t help but gasp. The cut itself turned out to be nothing compared to when he had to plunge his finger into her chest to create a passage for the chest tube. The white-hot pain seared through her. She wanted to scream, but she couldn’t make a sound. She threw her head back in a silent cry, burrowing her nails deep in the armchair’s upholstery.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Andrew whispered, and then forced the tube into her chest.

She felt the pain for about one tenth of a second before her consciousness decided to give up completely. Finally, she thought, welcoming the painless oblivion.

• • •

The next time Robyn opened her eyes, she was once again in the arms of Andrew Alexander. He held her close to his chest, and she could feel the heat of his body through the thin fabric of his shirt. Her heart started to race.

“Please don’t hit me,” he said. “I’m just moving you to the guest room. There hasn’t been any air leakage from the chest tube for a while now, so you don’t have to be in an upright position anymore. I’ll keep the tube in for a couple of more hours, though. I want to make sure the lung re-expands properly.”

Robyn nodded. Her chest still hurt, but she could breathe. She took a deep breath, savoring the feeling of being fully oxygenated again. She’d missed breathing.

Someone, presumably Andrew, had wrapped her in a soft fleece blanket. She stared up at him. He’d saved her life. She was a street fighter, an absolute nobody, yet he’d still saved her life.

“Thank you,” she whispered hoarsely. Andrew just smiled.

He carried her to the guest room, where Lucy was already sleeping in the double bed.

“Everything will be okay,” he said, tucking Robyn in next to her sister. “I promise.”

No, it won’t, she thought when Andrew had left the room. The world doesn’t work that way.

She knew all too well that Andrew’s words weren’t true—she’d seen firsthand how awful the world could be, after all—but she still liked hearing him say it. When Andrew said it, he sounded like he truly believed it. He was special that way. A nice kind of special.

Even though there were things in her life that would never be okay, she still fell asleep with a small smile playing on her lips.

• • •

When the sun rose the next morning, Andrew was still awake. He paced back and forth on the balcony, trying to make sense out of what had just happened.

He had never been an impulsive person. Even as a child, he’d always thought before he acted. He was the kind of person who planned things ahead, calculating every possible outcome before proceeding when faced with a problem. He hated uncertainty and surprises, and he always wanted to be in control. So how the hell had the Monroe sisters ended up in his guest room?

The at-home chest-tube insertion had been a terrible idea. If he’d had more time he would have come up with something better, but he’d panicked. Robyn had been dying, and he’d panicked. He was glad his slightly unhealthy habit of hoarding medical equipment had finally been of use for something, but he still couldn’t stop thinking about all the ways he could have messed up.

He took a deep drag from the cigarette in his hand. The soothing warmth of the nicotine spread through his body. It was a nasty habit, especially for a doctor, but in moments like this, smoking was the only thing that could calm him down.

“Pulmonary edema, hemothorax, empyema,” he muttered to himself as he wandered back and forth on the balcony. “Hematoma, seroma, subcutaneous emphysema…infection. Infection, infection, infection.”

“Is there a point to whatever it is you’re doing, or are you just blurting out fancy medical terms for fun?” someone behind his back asked. He quickly dropped the cigarette in the ashtray before turning around. Lucy was leaning against the doorframe, looking at him curiously. His mouth went dry, and he felt the blood drain from his face. There was nothing more hypocritical than a smoking doctor.

“Possible complications after a chest-tube insertion,” he finally said. I need to stop smoking.

“My sister is the strongest person I know. She’ll be fine.” Lucy fiddled with her braid. “You saved her life yesterday. I can never thank you enough for that.”

“I’m glad I could help.” He was already sinking back into his thoughts. Would that shot of prophylactic antibiotics he gave her be enough, or should he prescribe her a weeklong treatment? Was it even possible to convince someone as stubborn as Robyn to go on medication for an entire week?

“I’ll be going soon,” Lucy continued. “I wish I could stay until she wakes up, but I have to get home and change. I have a mandatory seminar today, and there’s a bus I need to catch. You’ll take care of her, right?”

“Of course. I’ll watch over her.”

“Thank you. And, uh…” Lucy looked down at the floor, staying silent for a moment. When she looked up again, she had a new, fiery glow in her eyes. “I’m not a fighter like Robyn, but if you do something to her when she’s helpless like this, I will come up with a way to ruin your life. That’s a promise.”

Andrew took an involuntary step back. The petite eighteen-year-old’s death glare sent shivers down his spine.

“I would never take advantage of Robyn,” he said. “Never.”

“Good.” Lucy’s murderous aura disappeared instantly. She gave him a bright smile, as if nothing had happened.

“Why on earth would you even think that?” He stared at her in shock. “I would never do anything to hurt her. I thought you knew that.”

“I’m just making sure we’re on the same page.” She shrugged. “People tend to be a lot shittier than they appear, especially to people like me and Robyn. I’m just taking precautions. She’ll wake up in…” She paused to check her watch. “Four minutes. I have to go now, so I guess I’ll see you later.”

Andrew raised his eyebrows. That was oddly specific.

Lucy gave him a little wave and went back inside the house, the high heels of her pumps clicking against the parquet floor. Andrew cringed at the sound but chose not to say anything. He’d always assumed Robyn was the scarier of the Monroe sisters, but now he wasn’t so sure.

He felt an unexpected sting of envy. Lucy would do anything for Robyn, just like Robyn would do anything for her. They had each other, no matter what. Andrew couldn’t remember ever having a bond like that with anyone.
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