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Don’t fight a battle if you don’t gain anything from winning... 
As soon as Maya walks into my self-defense class, I know there’s something up with her.

She’s running from something. I don’t know what—but I do know how it feels to fight against a life you don’t want. When I offer her my help, the two of us start to grow closer. But she doesn’t know what secrets I’m keeping, too—the dark underbelly of the city I call home. Or that I’ve got a girlfriend, even if I’m sure she’s cheating on me.

Maya might have left her old life behind, but that doesn’t mean it’s done with her...
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“Drink plenty of water and eat something protein-rich when you get home,” I advised the women who were filing out of my self-defense class. Though most of them had come here to develop their minds, not their bodies, they all usually ended up a sweaty mess anyway. That was the price you paid for being willing to take on something like this—you had to be prepared to put the physical work in, too. 

“Thanks, Zak,” one of the girls replied, as she lingered by the door. She pushed her hand through her crop of dark hair and gave me a warm smile.

“Maybe we could do some...private lessons sometime?” she suggested. “Just the two of us. Or we could grab some drinks...”

“I’m good, thanks,” I told her as kindly as I could. I guessed because I made them feel safe, I often wound up getting asked out by the women in my classes. But I had no interest in them, on messing around on my girlfriend—I had never been that kind of guy, and I never would be, either. 

She shrugged and grabbed her bag as she headed for the door. The rest of the class made their way out—except for one.

She had started coming the day before last, and I had noticed her at once. Piercing gray eyes, her blond hair pulled up into a tight ponytail at the back of her head. Her gaze darted around the room, taking everything in, as though she was worried someone might jump her. It wasn’t the first time I had seen someone like her here. A lot of these women came to these classes because something had happened they wanted to ensure there was never a repeat of. Much as I wished we could use it more as a protective measure, sometimes it took something bad going down to bring this all home. 

This woman, though, had been hiding at the back of the class, so I hadn’t been able to get a good look at her. But now, as she approached me, I could see the remains of a black eye on her face. My stomach twisted in anger. Who had done that to her? Who had hurt her?

I forced it down. I knew she didn’t need me jamming my nose into it. She probably had enough problems as it was, without having to answer the questions I had, too. 

“Hi,” she greeted me. She seemed hardly able to look me in the eye as she spoke, voice small, like she had been taught to keep it down.

“Hello,” I replied. “Did you enjoy the class?”

“Yes, it was great,” she replied, twisting her hands around themselves at her waist. “I...I was actually wondering if you might offer more...intensive courses. Something I could do without having to come down to the gym.”

I raised my eyebrows. If she had gotten into these classes, she must have known how popular they were. Most of the time, they were fully booked, and finding a space in them for a new start was nigh-on impossible. And now, she was asking me for one-on-one training? 

But I could tell from the look on her face that she meant it. She was asking me because she couldn’t think of any other way to get through whatever she was going through. I eyed the shiner on her face and tried not to think too hard about how she had gotten it. That part wasn’t my business—my business was to make sure she never had to deal with it again.

“I’ll see want I can do,” I replied. “Here, take my card. Give me a call, and we can arrange something, okay?”

“Thank you,” she told me, and a wash of relief passed over her face. I was glad I could do something to help, even if I wasn’t entirely sure what I was actually helping with. I would give her a few sessions, get some solid skills under her belt, and hopefully, she would feel a little more confident in taking on whatever it was she was facing.

I handed her my card and watched as she hurried to the door. Her hunched shoulders, her nervous demeanor, it was all familiar to me. I could remember what it felt like to be in that state myself. The least I could do was help get her out of it.

I cleared out the training room and headed to the staff shower in the gym. I had gotten a good sweat on, and I needed to scrub off the class before I went home to Rachel. 

As I stood under the water, I winced as a tinge of pain shot through my shoulder. It was just a hit I had taken the night before last, at a fight I had actually won. Even when you ended up with the victory, you often still had to deal with the blows that came with it. The bruise was starting to yellow and fade now, but it still hurt like a bitch when I twisted in a certain way.

I cleaned myself off carefully, doing what I could to keep from twinging my bruise again. I should have been used to it by now, really, the pain that came with doing what I did, but I wasn’t sure I ever would. 

I finished cleaning up and went to stuff everything I needed for tomorrow into my locker. I had a class tomorrow afternoon, and it was usually my busiest of the week, because they cleared out the main training room to fit as many women into it as they could. I appreciated that. I knew how much the women in this city needed to learn all they could about how to defend themselves, and I was glad I could be the one to give them a space to do it. 

No men allowed, just me. I wanted it to be focused on them, a safe place they could come when they didn’t want to have to deal with anything in the way of manhood. I had seen, close-up and in more detail than any child should have, what a man with bad intentions could do if he wanted to, and I had made it my mission in adulthood to ensure that no other woman would ever be at the mercy of someone like that. 

I threw one leg over my motorcycle and drove the long way home. I told myself it was because I wanted to feel the wind on my skin, but if I was being honest, I wasn’t in any hurry to see Rachel. Even though we lived together, something had changed lately, and I couldn’t put my finger on it—but I knew I didn’t like it. Even when we were together, she seemed distracted, as though her head was somewhere else entirely. Always on her phone, and carefully tilting the screen away from me so I couldn’t see what she was doing on it. 

Was she cheating on me? I would have been lying if I said it hadn’t crossed my mind, but I hadn’t come right out and asked her yet. I knew I was paranoid because of how I’d grown up, and she would have been quick to remind me of it. I didn’t feel like giving her any reason to use my past against me, and the kind of person she was, I knew she wasn’t above it. 

It was one of the reasons I had been attracted to her, at first, because she didn’t take any shit from anyone, but as our relationship grew more intense, I found myself annoyed at how she spoke to people. Annoyed at the way she seemed to use what they told her against them. She seemed trustworthy on the outside, but underneath it all, I was sure she would have done anything she needed to in order to stay on top. I had thought it was just confidence for a long time, but these days, I wasn’t so sure. 

I arrived back outside our apartment and looked up at the window of our bedroom. The light was on, which at least meant she was in. She had been spending a lot of time out of the house lately, and not because of her work. I knew it was normal for her to have her own social life, especially in the face of me working late at the gym, but I found myself craving the evenings when I would come home to find her waiting for me. They were getting fewer and further between with each passing month.

I headed upstairs, and, like I predicted, she was sprawled on the bed, on her phone. She glanced up as soon as she heard me come in.

“You’re back already?” she asked.

“Yeah, you know when my classes finish,” I reminded her. “The schedule’s on the fridge.”

“Oh, yeah, right,” she replied, yawning. “You want to order something in? I’m hungry.”

“I’m going to cook,” I told her. 

“Well, I’m going to order,” she replied, returning her gaze to the screen before her.

“You don’t want me to make you something?” I asked, and she shrugged.

“It’s fine, I can get my own dinner,” she replied.

“Maybe I want to cook,” I told her through slightly gritted teeth. “Maybe I want the two of us to have dinner together, huh?”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I’m so tired,” she told me, flopping back down onto the bed. “I don’t really feel like talking to anyone tonight. Maybe tomorrow, though? It sounds like a fun idea.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Maybe tomorrow.”

I wished I believed her. As I made my way through to the kitchen, I could hear her giggling at something—something on her phone, no doubt. I should have really asked her who she was talking to on there, but honestly, by the time I got home after a long day, that was the last thing I needed to bother myself with. 

Maybe I didn’t even really care. Some part of me was glad she was distracted because it meant I didn’t have to make conversation with her, or watch her try to pretend to give a shit about what had been happening in my life. She was getting worse and worse at it—the pretending, that was. I knew she didn’t give a damn, not really. She just went to work, came home, stared at her phone, and did her best to avoid me when I came home.

I started putting together a meal for myself, remembering the advice I had given the women in my class before I had sent them off. Something protein-rich, to help build and sustain muscle, and plenty of water. 

Even if the beers in the fridge were calling my name right now. I tried not to drink on nights I had worked, too easy to let dehydration get the better of me, but I would have done just about anything to knock the doubt about Rachel out of my head. 

Maybe I’d feel better after I’d eaten something. Or when she stopped laughing at whoever was texting her from the next room. I wished I could say this was new for me, but it was anything but.

And that was the part that got to me.
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Maya
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Eyes darting this way and that as I stepped out of the gym, I hurried to the bus station opposite. 

I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck standing up on end, and I wondered how long it was going to take for me to start feeling safe again. As long as this shiner was still staring back at me every time I looked in the mirror, I guessed. I hated walking around with the evidence of what I had been through on my face, and most of the time I covered it with makeup, but I would have sweated it off over the course of the class as it was. No point in pretending. Plus, if there was anywhere I could be honest about what had happened to me, it should have been someplace like that, right? 

I was so glad he had agreed to give me a little more of his time because I wanted nothing more than to be able to commit myself to a longer-term program so I could fight off anyone else my father decided to send after me.

As I squeezed on to the bus, keeping my head down, I tried not to linger on that thought for too long. Sometimes, it scared the shit out of me, how much my life had changed, how much everything I had taken for granted had just been whipped away from me.

I arrived back at my apartment building and hurried upstairs to my studio, checking the corridors on every floor to make sure there wasn’t a figure lurking in the darkness. It had happened before, back in New York, and I just had to pray that nobody had come looking for me here, as well.

As soon as I was through the door, I let out a sigh of relief and locked up tightly, double-checking to make sure the door was completely sealed behind me. I had only been here a few days, but I was already starting to feel safer here than anywhere else in the world, and I wanted to keep it that way. 

I made my way to the bedroom and checked the bottom drawer of the night table, as I did every night, to make sure that the files were still there, exactly where I had left them. Maybe it was paranoia, but I needed to ensure that all of this hadn’t been for nothing. I would never have been able to forgive myself if the files had been stolen right out from underneath me. They were the reason I was in this whole mess, and I couldn’t wait to get them out of my hands and on the desk of someone useful—but for now, I needed to keep my head down and hope nobody came looking for them. 

As I sat down on the edge of my bed, I wondered, for the millionth time, if I had done the right thing.

It had all started when I had graduated college and officially been invited to work for my family business—Fox Pharma, the company my grandfather had started when he was a young man and built into something damn close to an empire by the time I was born. Not only did my father command a huge research team on the very cutting edge of scientific discovery in the pharmaceutical field, but he was a major distributor for life-saving drugs all over the country, and even beyond.

For a long time, I had been proud of him for that. Thinking of all the people who had better lives because of what my family had been able to do. Sure, we made money from it, but when it was saving people’s lives, that wasn’t much to ask, was it?

Looking back now, it made me want to cringe, the way I had looked at it. I mean, of course that’s how I felt. I had been raised in the lap of luxury, never having to worry about money. I had never seen anything wrong with asking for payment for what we provided. I would never have to second-guess if I could afford the things I needed, the way we forced so many people who purchased from our company to do.

But I had gone to school to study pharma tech, planning to work in my father’s labs when I was old enough, and sure enough, it didn’t take long till I was out and ready to jump into the business feet first. I had thought this would be my chance to help change the world, I really had, but then...

Maybe if I hadn’t seen the documents, I would have been all right. I would have been able to push all of it to the back of my mind and pretend I was still doing something to make the world a better place. But one evening, after my father and I had a meeting to discuss the focus of the next year of our lab work, I noticed a paper lying on his desk—and I’d picked it up.

At first, I was sure I couldn’t be reading it right. Because if something this big had happened in the company—hell, in the world—surely I would have heard about it. Everyone would have heard about it, it would have been the front page of every single newspaper on the planet, and for good reason.

The lab had managed to develop an inhibitor that would cut off the development of cancer cells before they could spread—practically, it was a cure for cancer, at least by any of the measurements we study by. The note on my father’s desk was marked as a year old, so it wasn’t as though this was brand-new and they just hadn’t started talking about it yet. No, this had been going on for a while, but I hadn’t heard a thing about it. Why?

I stole that note from his desk and vowed to do a deeper dive into it, to get to the bottom of it, because I was sure something was missing. A treatment like this would change the game—it would put an end to one of the most devastating diseases in the world. Why would anyone want to keep that to themselves...?

I kept looking into it, digging deeper and deeper into my father’s emails and messages and notes, until I found the truth. And it was so horrible, it changed everything on the spot. 

They were holding back on producing it because when it went to market, they wanted to ensure it seemed scarce. Because the harder it seemed to acquire, the more people would be willing to pay for it. Desperate people who just wanted to keep themselves or their families alive would be falsely led to believe they needed to hand over their life savings just to get rid of that foul, all-consuming disease.

And my father was going to rake in the profits for it.

That reality simmered inside of me for a long time, and at first, I didn’t know what to do about it. How could I change this? I didn’t own the business, and my father had always made it clear to me that I would never run the business side of Fox Pharma—probably because he knew that with my bleeding heart, I would do anything I could to make treatments more accessible. I didn’t know what to say, what to do, or if anyone would even have listened to me if I tried.

And then, one evening, I just...snapped. I couldn’t hold it back any longer. I snuck into the lab late at night and pulled all the samples and all the files and every detail I could on the cancer inhibitor, and packed it into a bag. 

And then, I ran.

I didn’t know what I was going to do with it, not really, but I knew I couldn’t keep going on like this, knowing there was something so important just out of my reach, and not doing anything about it. I had to get this out to the world at large; it was only fair. I couldn’t allow my father to charge so much for something that was so cheap to make, not when it could have saved lives. I would never have been able to forgive myself.

I would never be able to forgive him, as it was. 

I guess somebody must have caught me sneaking around the lab because by the time I emerged into the lobby, two security men were waiting for me.

“What have you got in there?” one of them asked, lifting his chin to gesture to the bag in my hand.

“Just some notes for work,” I told him, but my voice was so high and trembling I knew he wouldn’t believe me. He held his hand out.

“Your father needs to see it before you take it out,” he told me. “You need his permission before you remove anything from the lab.”

“It’s fine, really—”

“Hand it over,” he ordered. I stiffened. It was now or never. Either I could give in and hand it back to him and let my father carry on with what he planned, or I could put up a fight and do whatever I could to make the world a better place. 

Panic jolted through me. I darted past one of them, to the door, scrabbling for the pass that would open it. I knew I didn’t have time to waste. I had to get moving, get the hell out of there before they caught up with me.

“Stop!” they yelled, trying to catch me by the back of my lab coat. I shrugged them off, letting the coat slip from my shoulders as I went. My heart was pounding in my ears, my hand sweaty around the bag I was clinging to. Whatever happened now, I would never be welcome in the family again. I might as well make it worth the sacrifice.

One of the guards swung for me, clearly desperate to stop me from getting out that door, and landed a glancing blow to the side of my head. Stars spun around my vision, but I didn’t stop. I couldn’t. I needed to keep pushing forward. 

I needed to fucking run. 

I managed to swipe my pass at the door, and I pulled it off and tossed it to the ground as I sprinted for my car. I didn’t know what the fuck I was going to do now, but the first thing was to put as much distance between myself and this lab as I possibly could. No looking back—even a moment’s hesitation would be disastrous. 

I carefully stashed what I had taken in the glovebox, to make sure it didn’t get too warm from the evening light filtering through the windows of the car, and tore out of the parking lot like the devil was on my tail. Maybe he was. I didn’t know what I was doing, what I was planning, but I was certain I couldn’t give them this cure to do with what they planned. They were going to hurt people, really hurt people, if I didn’t do something to change it, and I refused to be the person who stood by and allowed my father to profit from something that should have been available to everyone. 

I started driving and didn’t stop until I reached Detroit. My phone had been going off non-stop, and eventually, I had dumped it, along with the car. I took out everything I could from my bank accounts and used it to buy a new phone and pay for a couple of months’ rent at the studio apartment I was staying in. The place was pretty shitty, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to make sure they didn’t demand my real name. 

I felt like a criminal. I supposed I was. But the kind of criminal I was felt a hell of a lot better than the one I would have been if I had been back there, going along with what they wanted, letting them keep this cure from the world. 

I had started taking some self-defense classes for when they managed to track me down. I figured it was only a matter of time. But when they did find me, I wasn’t going to make it easy for them. I wasn’t the person I had been when I had started to work there. I wasn’t as naïve. And I wasn’t going to let them get away with what they had been planning to do. 

Even if I got a few black eyes in the process.
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As I started to move around the room to check the women on their form, I couldn’t help but notice how jumpy she seemed.

The woman who had asked for private training before, she had come back for another class. She had no new bruises, much to my relief, but she was jumpy as hell. Every time anyone got too close to her, she pulled away, as though she wanted to put as much distance between herself and everyone around her as possible. Not exactly unusual, given that she was clearly going through something, but I wanted to know what was on her mind so I could help her.

She hadn’t called me about those classes. Maybe I needed to talk to her again. I knew it wasn’t my place to get involved, but when I saw someone having a hard time, it wasn’t like I could just smile and look the other way.

The class was packed today, and she had found a corner as far from everyone else as she was able. She had been following along carefully, jabbing the air with considerable strength, and I wondered if there was someone in particular she was picturing when she took those swings. 

By the time the class finished up, she hung back at the other side of the room to wait for everyone else to leave. Her eyes traversed all the women, making sure none of them were paying attention to her. 

The bruise was
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