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Author’s Note
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Chapter 1

 

 

ELI

 

Blood trickles down my eye and I see red. My heart pounds. I stumble back against the ring bars, trying to keep myself up. I am so damn tired. I hope I’ve done enough because when I knocked the Russian down, it looked like he went down for good. Now he’s struggling to get up. 

The crowd are going mad. My heart is still thundering. 

And then my opponent gets a second burst of wind and raises himself to standing. 

The fight isn’t over yet. 

I need to finish him. 

He comes at me like a pissed off grizzly bear, and I swing out, striking his ribs. He clutches his side and stares at me, pure fury contorting that ugly old face of his. I try to wipe away the blood. It’s making my eyes sting. And just as I lift my fist to wipe it away, he cuts me with a left hook. 

I didn’t see it coming. He hits hard sometimes, when he’s really mad, like now. Igor Koshkin is known for it. He’s famous. I’m not. He’s expected to win. 

The fuck I’m going to let him. 

We dance around like wary predators. I get a couple of hooks in and dodge his lame-ass ones. 

Lou shouts from the corner. His croaky old voice still reaching my ears despite the baying crowd. Koshkin is the favorite. This is his city. 

But then the bell goes and we return to our corners. 

“You almost had him,” says Lou, his face close to mine as he examines me. The cut men get to work, putting some salve on my wound. I always get cut above my eyes. I’m used to this—getting beat up. I got used to it from a young age. As a child, my butt and a leather belt became the best of friends. 

But now I fight back. Hard. I hit like a beast. Because now, I can.

The bell rings again and I rush back to the center. Koshkin looks like a pit bull with bloodshot eyes. I dance around. Being fast is my strength. The Russian has the weight and thick muscles, but I have speed. If you can’t get hit, doesn’t matter how big the opponent is. 

It’s pissing him off that I duck and dive and he can’t get at me. 

This is how I do it. 

I glide around the ring. Wear him out. I’m mad that I didn’t take him down in the last round. I wanted this over in five rounds. 

Too bad we’re into the eighth. 

I muster a smile when the Russian’s next punch misses me completely. I sense he’s getting tired. That’s another problem with all that muscle and bodyweight. It tires you out, slows you down. I’m big, but I’m not built like a tank. I’m big enough. Defined enough that Athena will give me head any time I turn up on her doorstep. 

BAM!

I manage another hit between the Russian’s ribs. The crowd goes mad. 

“Eli! Eli! Eli!”

This is fucking new. I thought they were all Koshkin’s people. I hear the change in their loyalty. I hear my name and it lifts me up.  At a time like this, there is nothing better than having people believe in you. 

Inspired, I deliver an uppercut. It hits the underside of the Russian’s jaw. He staggers, hangs his head, then crashes to the floor.  

He’s not getting up. Even I can see that. I walk away, as the ref counts. 

I stare out at the crowd. Now they’re rooting for me and going batshit crazy.  

Only because I knocked the fucker out. 

 

 


Chapter 2 

 

 

NINA 

 

“Did you mess up someone’s order?” Frankie asks. Her question snaps me out of my reverie. 

“No.” I scan the diner for signs of a customer in distress: needing to order, or not happy with their food, or raising their hands to get the bill. Everything is calm and orderly. Which is just how I like it. 

“Then what are you worrying about now?” She knows my moods, my expressions. She can read me like a book. It’s eerie, having someone keep an eye on me. I’m not used to it, even though I should be, having worked here for so long. I pull down the cuffs of my long-sleeved top. 

Frankie looks over at the tables of customers. “Is someone giving you trouble?” She is overly protective of me, just like Elias is. I don’t need protecting anymore.

“No.” Elias is fighting. I can’t think or focus or rest easy until it’s over and I know he’s okay. I don’t even want to talk about it. 

Frankie nods, then starts to walk away into the kitchen at the back. I raise a hand to the back of my neck, feeling self-conscious again. 

“Oh, honey.” Frankie comes back. Her voice is softer now, like a soothing blanket. I knew she’d figure it out sooner or later. “I forgot. Eli’s fighting tonight.”

“He’s fighting right now.” 

“I forgot how much it stresses you out. I don’t suppose you know—”

How he’s doing, she wants to know. I shake my head. 

“Want me to turn on the TV and check?”

“No.” It’s almost as if not seeing him on the screen means it’s not happening. I can’t watch him. I want to support him but I will never go to watch him at the arena. I can’t even bring myself to catch a glimpse of him on TV. 

I’ve wiped away the blood enough times when he used to come home after those illegal underground fights. I’ve had my share of nights when his face was so badly cut, I had to grind down on my teeth to fight the urge to vomit.

“Come here, girl.” She puts her arms around me and gives me a rare hug. Frankie is my mother and grandma all rolled into one, the people that neither me nor Elias ever had. Her hugs are rare, and I must look really despondent for her to give me one. She looks out for me, though. Always has. It’s one of the reasons why I don’t want to leave the diner. Frankie’s Kitchen is my second home, when I’m not at night school. “Eli’s going to be fine. That boy can take care of himself.”

“I know.” I inhale a deep breath as we pull apart. I force myself to be strong and to believe in my brother as much as he believes in himself. 

“You get back to it when you’re ready,” Frankie says softly, then leaves. 

Elias thinks it’s funny that I’m always doing one course or another. He says I’m too overqualified to be a waitress. Working for Frankie gives me something constant, a place to go to every day, a nice group of people—well, mostly nice—and Frankie, who looks out for me. My trust in people, and in life, has been shaken to the point that I don’t believe in luck and love and happy things. 

But we get by, me and Elias. Now that he’s turned pro, and is getting more chances to fight, and the fights are legal, I feel slightly better. Only slightly, though, but I still won’t watch him. 

He has his sights on bigger things. Says he wants a shot at the big guys, says he wants it all, the title and the belt. Says he’s got what it takes to be the heavyweight champion. He dreams big, but lately, his temper is worse. Sometimes when he comes to the diner, he’s like a fireball, ready to ignite. I like that his trainer isn’t putting him forward for so many fights. I trust Lou to do the right thing, but Elias gets mad. He says life’s unfair, that it’s a shitstorm, and he’s sick of it. But that’s because Elias was born with his hands fisted. I’ve not
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