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One
Kate

Funny what happens when you know you’re going to your death.

 Your life suddenly feels like a million miles away in a separate reality. I couldn’t remember names or places anymore. I couldn’t remember a damn thing when fear had invaded every atom of my being, forcing me in place.

 My hands were bound tightly behind my back, and I hesitantly breathed in the damp walls of the cellar I’d been thrown in just a day ago. Everything was black. I had roamed the tiny space for hours and hours, searching for a way out, but there was nothing but hard surfaces and silence.

 God, the silence was murder all on its own.

 I stopped fighting for a way out hours ago, when the hope I’d clung to dwindled away into the void. I began to accept my fate. They were going to kill me. I didn’t know how, but at this point it didn’t matter.

 I stopped crying too.

 Now I was just staring down at the ground, seeing nothing but black. Blackness everywhere. I felt resigned to this black. I wanted it to take me, consume me so that I’d stop praying for the light.

 I stopped thinking about my father and how he’d cope the loss of his one and only child. I stopped thinking about my mother, and how her dreams of me walking down the aisle dressed in white would die away. I stopped thinking about my friends, the fake and the true, and I knew they’d mourn but carry on. I stopped thinking about my students, and how their young minds might struggle to understand the absence of their teacher.

 I stopped thinking about them all, and thought of just one person. One man. The man that’d come back for me, mysteriously rich, mysteriously different, and nothing like the mess he’d been before. He was the one and only man I’d ever truly loved who was broken in a way I’d never fix.

 Would he move on from me?

 I hoped so.

 I hoped he’d let me go and find a woman who could heal his pain.

 Suddenly more tears formed, and I sucked in a breath, pained beyond measure, at the jilted life we’d led.

 I doze in and out, my sadness heavy in my chest. My hands grew numb and my mouth went dry, and I wondered if I’d been left here to die. 

And then I heard it, the sound of footsteps approaching the door, tearing through the silence. I tensed as the person unlocked it and shoved it wide open. I expected bright light to flood my vision, but it was dim and shadowy instead. A large body stood in the doorway, and trepidation coiled inside my belly. Was this my kidnapper? There had been two of them waiting inside my apartment, springing on me when I stepped into the shower, drugging me and dumping me, nude and vulnerable, in this very place for what felt like an eternity.

 I backed away into the corner of the cellar as he slowly walked in, taking measured steps toward me. I couldn’t see his features, not with the balaclava he was wearing. Nothing about him spoke of his identity, but I could feel a cold chill in the air, could feel his lunacy, and it was further confirmed when he pulled a knife out of his pocket. I lost all air in my lungs.

 “I won’t hurt you… yet,” he told me, his voice low and hard. He didn’t sound monstrous like he was. He sounded young, actually.

 I felt chills run down my spine as he invaded my space, grabbing at my hands. I shook hard, holding back a whimper before I felt my hands come away freely.

 “Do anything stupid, and I’ll tie you up again,” he warned me.

 My shoulders and arms were sore. I rubbed at my wrists, stretching out my fingers, watching him move his tall frame to the other side of the tiny cellar. He slid down the wall, that blade still in his grip, and stared back at me.

 There was that silence again, and when your days are usually surrounded by eight year old chatterboxes, the silence takes rank on the endangered species list, barely there and only in small numbers.

 “What…what do you want?” I finally trembled out. “Is this about my father?”

 He chuckled, and it sounded contrived. “The judge? No, it’s not about your father, but you already know that. You know what this is about. Say it.”

 I looked down at my hands, shivering. “Marcus.”

 “Mm. Good girl,” he said, approvingly. 

For a split second my gaze shot to the opened cellar door. 

“No,” I heard him say. “There’s no way out of this. Don’t even delude yourself into thinking you can escape. Nobody will hear your screams, we’re that isolated, and my brother will just hunt you down like sport if you think of running. He’s the hunter, you know, and he’s very good at it.”

 My shoulders slumped. Tears fell from my eyes, that hopeless feeling tugging on my insides, splitting my spirit apart. I’d never felt so vulnerable in my life.

 “Is this a ransom then?” I trembled out, knowing it wasn’t even before I’d asked. “Because if it is, Marcus will give you whatever you want. I know he will.”

 “I’m sure he’d give me the fucking universe for you,” he replied. “But no. This isn’t a ransom.”

 I swallowed. “Then what do you want?”

“I’m here to kill some time, to find out a little more about the mysterious Marcus Borden and the privileged teacher he returned for.” 

“If this is about where he’s been the last four years, I don’t know anything about it. I don’t know where he got the money. I don’t know anything.”

“No, I’m sure you don’t,” he replied, dryly. He knew I was lying. “But it’s not about that. We don’t give a fuck about that.”

I looked away from his penetrating stare.

“I wonder why a beautiful wealthy woman like yourself got involved with a piece of shit like him in the first place.”

 I wiped my eyes. “He’s not a piece of shit.”

 “Well, not now, not anymore, but he was once, wasn’t he? Before he cleaned himself up, before he came back for you, he was just another thug. Did you fall for his lines? Did he promise you the world?”

 “No.”

 “So, then tell me. Help me understand.”

 I narrowed my eyes at him. “You couldn’t understand. You can’t explain our relationship with words. It was all feelings, right from the start.”

 He shrugged. “That’s fine. Start from the beginning. Where did you meet the guy?”

 I started to shake my head, not wanting to share that personal history with a man that was going to kill me, but then…just the mere thought of Marcus settled me. He’d always provided me comfort. He’d evolved so drastically, and I worried what would become of him after I was gone. It wouldn’t be so wrong to reminisce, just about this anyway. Would it?

 “Come on,” my killer pressed, condescendingly. “Was it magical? Did you look at him and know he was it for you?”

“No,” I murmured.

I certainly didn’t. Not for a long time. Not until he was gone, even.

“How old were you?”

“I was nineteen…” I began, and suddenly all the moments with him, the good, the bad… all those moments began flashing before my eyes.

*

The first time I officially met Marcus Borden was five years ago at a house party my College friend invited me to. It was far from where I lived, in a neighbourhood I didn’t belong in, and surrounded by people harder than I was. 

He was on his own, completely separate from the group in the far back corner of the yard. He was wearing a baggy pair of jeans that hung low on his hips, and he was shirtless, his lean abs covered in tattoos. Actually, his entire upper body was riddled in them, these sexy intricate designs that other knockabouts like him had.

 I watched him light up a cigarette and stare up at the dimming sky, and I remember feeling intrigued by him. I wondered just then what was going through his mind, what kind of thoughts lurked in the recesses of his soul, causing him to look so melancholic. I imagined the depth that resided in him, or maybe that was just the artsy hopeless romantic in me.

 I knew all about Marcus Borden.

 Knew he was just a thug.

 An untameable man, one that’d been with several girls at my school, and they weren’t afraid to let you know about it, singing their praises about the man with the magic mouth that was capable of the most wicked things.

 He was the man I’d often admired from afar and could never admit out loud.

 Everywhere I went, it seemed like he was always there. He knew everybody, and everybody knew him.

And there I was, a privileged naïve woman who came from wealth, moving to him like my body had its own agenda, while my brain was muted by the two or so beers I’d hastily downed. Maybe I wanted to get back at my father for this, maybe I was just trying to step out of my comfort zone, or maybe I had a severe soft spot for dysfunctional bad boys after all the hundreds of romance books I’d devoured between study sessions.

I didn’t know what it was.

I just knew I wanted to break free of the monotony. To stop being people-pleasing Kate Davenoth, daughter of Judge Douglas Davenoth the third, the first in all her classes, a straightA student that towed the line all her life.

I stopped a few feet behind him and glanced around the yard. There was chatter everywhere. People laughing, screaming, calling for more shots over the loud thumping music. I glanced at my friend Sophie chatting up some hot guy beside the pool I was sure she’d go home with, and I remembered her words before we got here. Be loose, she’d said. Do something crazy for once! Learn to have fun. Find a hot guy at this place and get laid! I watched her confidence radiating out of her, and I wanted that confidence too. I wanted to be alluring and sexy. I wanted to be able to crook my finger at this sexy thug and bring him to his knees.

But I didn’t.

No, I couldn’t. 

I was suddenly too chicken-shit. I went completely still behind him, asking myself what the hell I was trying to do. Dad would kill me if he knew I was here, let alone talking to a guy like him, a guy that had probably seen the prison bars one too many times.

Shit.

I turned around. 

This was insane! I wasn’t that girl that obliterated caution and jumped into bed without going on the normal fifteen to twenty dates. I didn’t mingle with guys like him. I was upper class, goddammit! And boring. So damn boring. I couldn’t let loose. I couldn’t even change my daily routine without having an anxiety attack.

“Don’t go.”

His voice, hard and smooth, broke through my warring thoughts, washing them away like waves retreating from the shore. I turned around, still stiff, still cowardice and feeling out of my depth, and met his gaze. His head was turned in my direction, his mouth pulled up in a mouth-watering smirk as his eyes danced along my face and body.

“You made it all the way here,” he added, that voice laced with confidence. “No point turning back now.”

Then he gestured to the plastic chair next to him, inviting me to sit with him, and I shouldn’t have done it, but I couldn’t help myself. I was on this side of the yard for him, after all. I’d made the epic twenty four step journey. No point turning back now just because I was scared as shit.

Conscious of his gaze, I shot him a hesitant smile and walked over to the chair and sat down. My body was straight as an arrow, my hands nestled in my lap, my face timidly turned in his direction. He eyed me again, and this time his smirk turned into a full blown grin. Wow, he had a nice smile. It was slightly boyish with dimples at the end and full lips. While I swooned just a little, I also felt like the butt of some joke, and in hindsight, I understood why. I was the prissy type, all dressed to impress in my girly pink clothes, and I was sitting next to a half-naked guy with tattoos everywhere, smoking a cigarette I fought not to wrinkle my nose at.

“Relax,” he softly told me, looking between my straight back and the amount of space left on the plastic chair.

“I am relaxed,” I assured him.

“You look a little stiff.”

“I’m not.” 

Fib.

I was completely stiff, and I was sure I didn’t sound believable.

We sat in silence for several minutes. He was completely at ease, finishing the rest of his cigarette off while he curiously glanced at me, meanwhile I was on the verge of losing my mind. Just how did a girl loosen up around a man like him? He was nothing like the stuck up guys I grew up with. The complete eyesores who drove their daddy’s Lamborghinis around town with their popped collars and ten thousand dollar watches.

It was possible the allure was that he was hard and I was just a naïve moron seeking a thrill. Just a lick of something forbidden. For one night, nothing more.

“So what did you have in mind when you came all the way over here, beautiful?” he suddenly asked, his bright blue eyes on mine. “Looking for some good stuff?”

I paused. “Good stuff?”

He shrugged nonchalantly. “Yeah, you want some weed? Looking to get high with your Barbie doll friends? What’s your poison, babe?”

My jaw dropped, and I immediately shook my head. “N-No poison. I don’t smoke weed.”

“Snort any shit?”

“No.”

“Do anything?”

“No, nothing like that.”

“Then why are you here?”

“I’m…I came here to talk to you.” Not to use you for some drugs.

He stared at me for several moments, and I couldn’t read his expression. I grew more uncomfortable by the second, wondering if he was on the verge of rejecting me. God, did I seem desperate?

“What’s your name?” he then asked.

“Kate,” I answered.

He nodded slowly, his eyes looking thoughtful. “Kate,” he repeated, like he was tasting it on his tongue. “I’ve seen you around, you know.”

My cheeks heated and I gaped at him in surprise. “Really?”

His lips twitched. “Surprised?”

 “Yes.”

 “You can’t be serious. You turn heads, but I bet you knew that already.”

 I shook my head, fighting to keep my eyes locked to his. “I don’t notice.”

 He chuckled wryly. “Well, you do. You got my head turning since the second you got here, and all the times before I saw you walking around campus in your tiny little skirts and long blonde hair, and not that platinum shit girls put in it either, but fucking real blonde hair.”

 I didn’t respond for a moment. I was too breathless all of a sudden, feeling this inexplicable pleasure coursing through me that I wasn’t as invisible as I thought I was.

“I’m Marcus,” he then said quietly, his eyes moving along my face.

I nodded. “I know.”

His brows shot up. “You know?”

“Yeah.”

He seemed a little pleased by that, maybe just as pleased as I was. “How old are you?”

“Nineteen.”

“Not from this side of town, either, right?”

“No, I’m from the North end.”

He didn’t look surprised. “Near the New Raven Square?”

“Yeah.”

“Nice. Live with your family still?”

I shook my head. “No, I have my own place.”

“Got out of their shackles, then.”

I laughed lightly. “Pretty much, but they’re still around.” Specifically my father, who did a wonderful job at scaring away every freaking boy I ever crushed on.

“Means they care about you,” Marcus said softly.

I nodded carefully. “Yeah.” 

He licked his bottom lip thoughtfully and glanced back at the house. “So what’re you doing here, Kate? You’re obviously out of your element, and I can spot your friends from a mile away. You girls here looking for some kind of thrill?”

I didn’t respond straight away. My cheeks heated even more. I looked toward the house, catching sight of Sophie again. I’d only come with her, but I understood why he speculated about several other girls. They dressed similarly to me, were probably a little older, but judging by the way they hung around some of the rough guys, it was clear what they were seeking – what we were all seeking.

“Yeah,” I admitted, glancing back at him. “It’s true.”

His lips pulled up into a lazy smile, but his gorgeous eyes were taking me in, and it had a dizzying effect on me. “And you came to me for that thrill, Kate?”

Every inch of me was on fire. I felt like I was teetering on the edge of a cliff, having to confront my fear by being open in a way I’d never been.

“Yeah,” I nearly whispered, swallowing back my nerves. Being confident was a lost cause. I would never achieve it. Instead, I let my vulnerability hang out into the open. It was like he had that power over me.

His breathing lightened a little, and he glanced down at my mouth momentarily. “Why me exactly?”

“Because…you interest me.”

He tilted his head to the side thoughtfully. “Why do I interest you?”

I shook my head, unsure of the answer. “I don’t know. I guess…I liked staring at you from back there, and…I guess I’m really attracted to you, if we’re going to be honest.” I felt like a moron, and my excuse felt weak. Truth was, it made little sense why I was doing this. I came, I saw him, remembered all he was known for, but it didn’t bother me for some reason like it might have if he wasn’t here and someone was talking about him. No, in the flesh things were different, reality was stranger, and I felt tethered to him.

He looked even more serious after my idiotic words. Quietly, he asked, “And what kind of thrill are you looking for exactly?”

Oh, God. Did he seriously want me to say it?

“You know what,” I replied, equally quiet.

“You want me to fuck you?”

I froze completely. My heart even stopped for a beat. My eyes widened as I looked back at him.

He laughed lightly. “Why are you so nervous?”

“No one’s ever been that forward to me before.”

He studied me for a moment and shook his head slightly. “At this rate, I’m convinced nobody’s ever taken you home on the first night and fucked you to oblivion before either.”

I didn’t respond. It was obvious. My experience was limited, sure. I’d never hooked up before without strings attached.

“Does that bother you?” I wondered, nervously clasping my hands together.

He glanced down at them and his eyes softened. “No,” he answered gently. “Not at all. I just want you to know what you’re asking for.”

“Do I even need to ask?”

He looked amused, running his finger along his bottom lip as he stared at me. “For a girl like you, I’d eat razor blades just to have a touch. But that doesn’t mean I should. You’re clearly out of your comfort zone here. What happens when I take you to my place and you realize what we’re about to do and the consequences of that?”

“What consequences?”

“You’re rich type, Kate. I can see it in every way you carry yourself. Can see it in your clothes, in the jewellery you wear, even in the shampoo you use for that sexy fucking hair. Probably from a respectable family with a virtuous father and a supermom. What would they think of you? What would anybody think of you in that circle if you went home with me tonight?”

I took a long moment to respond.

 “Well,” I finally said, “most of the girls I know would call me a slut. If our privileged families knew, I’d be the shame of our social circle, and you want to know the brilliant part?”

“Tell me.”

“I don’t care tonight.”

His face changed at that. He wasn’t looking at me as a passing amusement that would be scared off when the time arrived. No, he was staring at me like he was hungry for a taste, and the tension that arose from that was incredibly satisfying.

“Come here,” he quietly demanded, motioning for me to get closer.

I grabbed at the chair and made to move when he shook his head and said, “No, babe. I’m not talking about you getting closer in that chair. I’m talking about that body of yours. Bring it over.”

I fought to keep my composure, but inside my heart was thundering inside my chest, and I was tingling everywhere. I moved to him and he settled a hand on my waist, settling me over his legs so that I was sitting astride him. I was barely breathing, facing him as he stared back at me with both hands lightly touching my thighs. He kept it tame, but the position was far from it. It was actually the most intimate thing I’d ever done with a guy, sitting in his lap, facing him as we took each other in, completely disregarding the noise and crowd of people. I wondered how that was possible. I’d had sex with two guys, had made out and cuddled, but for some reason, this trumped it all.

But that was Marcus Borden for you. I would soon learn I’d never feel the same heat with another man.

“Is this alright for you?” he curiously asked, studying me intently.

“Yes,” I answered, feeling drawn to his mouth.

“You like this?”

My next yes came out sounding quieter.

I sat like that for a while, and we didn’t talk a lot. Just light little questions he’d ask, glazing over music and movies, anything to fill the quiet, but not even the quiet bothered me. We were in our own little bubble, and it didn’t take long for me to feel completely comfortable in his embrace, like that was where I belonged.

“Still alright?” he’d ask me when his hands roamed my thighs a little. “Not pushing my boundaries?”

“No,” I’d answer. “I like this.”

 He was incredibly sweet, and attentive. He brought me closer throughout, until he was inches away from my mouth, but never going all the way. Never kissing me, never raising his hands high enough to touch my ass. It was both sweet and painful.

“You’re really beautiful, you know that?” he muttered, more to himself than me. None of it sounded like he was trying to butter me up, either. He seemed genuinely in awe of my beauty, and right there, I melted in his grip, smiling brilliantly at him while he smiled back thoughtfully.

I felt everything sitting on him like that. Felt the deep ache between my legs, felt my lust form at his exposed upper body, felt him at times hardening beneath me as his eyes travelled around my body, taking me in just as much as I was him.

Then, after an uncertain amount of time passed, he slowly rose to his feet and began to set me down. He kept the contact as he did so, and I felt my apex brush against his stomach and groin, and pleasure formed as he did so. He had me standing on my own and I was lightheaded as I watched him grab his white tee that was slung over the plastic chair.

“You had much to drink, Kate?” he asked, throwing it on.

“A couple beers,” I answered.

“You’re not drunk?”

“No.”

He nodded, satisfied. “Good.”

Then he extended his hand out to me. My heart hammered inside my chest as I stared at it and then at the tattoos snaking up his arm. Oh, God, was this really happening? I stopped thinking and took his hand with my own, its warmth so deliciously good against my skin. He pulled me closer to him and brushed the blonde strands of my hair out of my face and behind my ear.

“I’ll give you a thrill,” he whispered down to me. “And it’ll be good. I’m going to take care of you and make sure of that.”

His voice sounded so certain, and that confidence was sexy as hell in a man.

Instantly, I believed him.
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Two
Marcus

If someone told him he’d get laid tonight, he would have tried not to look like a fucking homeless person, especially to a girl of Kate’s standards. He would have looked his best, or at least, the best he could afford with what little he had. 

Why the girl wanted him in the first place was perplexing to him, but he wasn’t about to question the gods on this one. He was going to venture down that rabbit hole with arms wide open.

 With one hand wrapped in hers, he opened the door of his tiny apartment with the other and led her into the darkness. He hit the light switch of his living room, but the bulb crackled.

 “Fuck,” he cursed quietly.

 “What?” she asked behind him.

 “Light’s out.” Of course it fucking was. Hell, maybe that was a good thing. She wouldn’t see the ratty couch in all its ratty glory, or the boxes of leftover pizza from yesterday on his chipped coffee table.

 “Where’s your bedroom?” she wondered.

 “I just moved in. Haven’t gotten that room up to shape yet.”

 Fucking liar.

 He’d moved into this place six months ago, and his bedroom consisted of very little. Thanks, poverty, you little shitl.

 “Then we’ll just have to make do,” she said, her voice quivering a little at the end.

 He turned to her and wrapped his arm around her waist, bringing her closer to his front, until her breasts were pressed against him. He felt her shake as he delicately moved the strands of her beautiful blonde hair out of her face. She looked like she wanted this. She didn’t give a fuck about his place, and it warmed him a little. He leaned down and gently kissed along her jawline just below her ear. Fuck, she smelled good, like jasmine and rose.

 “I’m not going to pressure you into anything,” he whispered, feeling how tight with nerves she was. “You do what you’re comfortable with.”

 Her breathing picked up. “I want this.”

 He resumed his kisses, feather light ones before reaching her mouth. She had beautiful thin lips, soft and red from her lipstick. He’d never look at another red lipped mouth the same way again without thinking of her.

 He kissed her slowly, softly, and her entire body froze at the contact. She parted her mouth and kissed him back. She made light little noises at the back of her throat. He ran his hands down her smooth arms, covered in goose bumps. She was eager, pressing her mouth harder against his. Her lips were soft, supple, but that fucking tongue unravelled him the second it slid against his. He led her to the couch, dropping her down slowly with an arm wrapped around her.

 She twisted beneath him, her hands moving everywhere, up and down his back, squeezing at his thick triceps. He resisted roaming her body with his hands. He needed to maintain his control, not go all out the way his body desperately wanted him to. It’d always been like this in sex for him. He wanted to fuck hard, wanted to feel that cocktail of pain and pleasure merging together. But he couldn’t do that. Those were merely fantasies never to be realized, and it didn’t matter so much now. Not when he was kissing the shit out of the sexiest woman he’d ever met, one that twisted him apart with her strange want for him.

 “Please, touch me,” she begged, lifting her hips up so she could rub her pussy against the hardness in his jeans. “Please, Marcus.”

 He groaned. God, he loved his name on her tongue. Loved hearing her say it.

 He spread her legs wide, and he was thankful then of this couch. It may have been shit but it was a fucking mammoth. With his elbows propped along each side of her, he used only his mouth to touch her. He kissed her so deeply, they were out of breath when he finally pulled away. He pushed down her body, kissing her neck and licking over her pebbled nipples through her thin shirt. She seemed most responsive there, so he licked and bit lightly, causing her to jolt beneath him. She was breathing fast, he could hear her heartbeats as he descended, kissing over her clothes, driving her even wilder.

 This was anticipation, and he loved giving it to women slowly, winding them up before they exploded. Down her hips he went, sliding her skirt up to expose her black lacy underwear. He nibbled up her inner thighs, leaving wet cool trails behind. He could smell her arousal, and it sent more sparks to his dick. She was madly turned on. He licked at her pussy, keeping the underwear there as a barrier, and she shook beneath him, moaning loudly into the quiet air.

 “Please,” she continued to beg.

 He pulled her underwear down her long legs, and fuck did they go on for miles. He tossed it on the floor and returned to the soft skin between her legs. He was hard, very fucking hard, as he lightly flicked his tongue along her moist pussy. She bucked beneath him, her hands flying straight to his short hair, and he wished right there and then she’d dig her French tips into his scalp and prove to him how riled up she was. Fucking hurt me. He begged internally. She scratched in need instead, and he forced her hips down in place and sucked at her clit.

 “Oh, my God,” she moaned.

 He felt her tensing around him, trying hard to lift her hips as her pleasure rose. He ate her up, using his strength to keep her still as he intensified and prolonged his movements, licking fast and then slow, until she couldn’t hold back. She shook, coming against his mouth, crying out as her nails finally dug into the back of his head. He moved his head along her nails, relishing in that pain, because that pain made his dick throb.

 Fuck, it’d been a while since he was with a woman. He was worried he’d come right then and there in his pants and how the fuck would he live that down?

 She was panting by the time he surfaced. On his knees, he hastily pulled off his belt – he couldn’t wait another minute – and removed a condom from his pocket. She stared hungrily at his movements, watching with an open mouth as he shoved his jeans and briefs off before moving back over her.

 “Just so you know, I’m pierced, baby,” he then said, gesturing to his dick.

 She stilled and looked down, her eyes widening. “Where?”

 He showed her the frenulum piercing a couple inches below the head of his dick. Her jaw dropped. To his surprise, she looked absolutely horrified.

 “Can you take it out?” she asked, nervously.

 “If that’s what you want,” he answered, fighting the slight disappointment he felt at her response. It usually went the other way. “It’s meant to enhance the pleasure for you –”

 “What about the condom? Won’t it break?”

“That’s never happened to me.”

She hesitantly looked back at his length, debating about it for a moment before whispering, “Can you take it out? I just… I don’t know. I’m a little scared of getting cut up, or something.”

 He bit his tongue and nodded. “I’ll take it out for you, babe.”

 He climbed off the couch and walked to the window where the moonlight offered him better vision and carefully removed his piercing. It was a damn fucking shame, too. Girls usually exploded beneath him at the feel of it, and he would have loved to have seen that same reaction in Kate.

 He slipped the condom on and returned, and by then, she had her legs closed and was looking worriedly at him. He stopped and gazed at her face, his brows coming together.

 “You alright?” he said, wondering if the damn piercing had turned her off completely.

 “I haven’t upset you, have I?” she asked. “About taking it out, I mean.”

 He smiled down at her and shook his head. “No way, beautiful. I’m just going to have to work a little harder to get you screaming.”

 He didn’t need the light to know she was blushing. She gave him a shy smile and her legs came apart. He moved back over her and softly kissed those red lips, letting his hands roam her body, cupping at her breasts, until she was arching under his grip and moaning.

 “You’re fucking sexy, you know that?” he muttered against her mouth, staring down at her. “It’s like you walked out of my dreams, with your little red fucking lips and big tits. What am I gonna do if your pussy is tight too? I’ll fucking die, for real.”

 She smiled at him again, her lustful eyes begging for him to take her, and he spread her legs to do just that. He rubbed at her pussy slowly, studying her reaction before he eased himself inside her.

 Yeah, she was tight. Fucking tighter than a glove, dear God.

 He froze, taking in that wave of pleasure, hardly breathing, hardly thinking, just feeling. Yeah, just feeling as he moved back and slammed into her again, causing her to jump and moan loudly. Settling his elbows on either side of her head, he moved in and out with deliberate slow thrusts. It was hard. Fuck, it was hard not to let go and pound her silly.

 “Run those sexy fingernails down my spine, baby,” he told her in between every thrust.

 So enveloped in bliss, she wrapped her arms around him and dragged her nails down his back. It wasn’t hard enough, it didn’t pain enough, but the beauty’s moans were enough to rile him up to release.

 He fucked her, swallowing every moan with his tongue and mouth, until she shook beneath him, exploding with her second orgasm. Her walls tightened around him, and he slammed into her once, twice, groaning loudly before coming hard inside her. And it felt like…sweet fucking ecstasy.

 Better than any drug he’d ever had.

*

She stayed there, her warm naked body pressed against his. Her head rested on his chest, and she traced the tattoos over his abdomen, sighing lightly every now and again. He felt peaceful and euphoric, still on cloud nine from his sexual release and still in the company of a woman who looked very much like what his dream girl would. 

 “Do you take a lot of girls home like this?” she suddenly asked him.

 Marcus opened his eyes, smirking. “Is that your roundabout way of calling me a manwhore?”

 She tensed. “Oh, my God, no. I’m sorry. I guess…I don’t usually do this. Actually, I’ve never done it, and I know it’s none of my business, but I was just curious if I’m…you know, if I’m just another one of those girls to you.”

 “No, you’re not,” he simply answered, and for once that was incredibly true.

 He didn’t want to expand, mostly because he never revisited his past lays. What’s done is done, after all. But women were different, he supposed. Perhaps it wasn’t very easy for them to bury their sexual encounters the way a lot of men did. They were sentimental creatures. They didn’t want to know that they would be forgotten. They wanted a place in a man’s soul the way the stars had a place in the skies.

 Kate didn’t press for more answers, and when the minutes passed, he squeezed her gently and said, “So tell me about yourself.”

 He felt her smile against his chest. “What do you want to know?”

 “What are your hobbies? What are you studying? What’s your life like?”

 “I’m that artsy-fartsy person you roll your eyes at.”

 “I’m doubtful you have one pretentious bone in your body, babe.”

 She laughed lightly. “Well, people think that way when I go on and on about art. See, the problem is I think I see beauty in all things, and I try to recreate that.”

 “Do you paint or draw?”

 “A little. I do a lot of sketches, mostly. Just in a stupid notebook I carry around. It’s not that big of a deal.”

 Marcus frowned at the way she brushed it off. “I’m curious to know why you dive straight into rubbishing your work.”

 She tapped her fingers along his chest in thought and sighed. “I was brought up to stay away from creative arts. My father calls it a waste of time, and he used to get angry when I told him I wanted to pursue art after high school.”

 “He sounds like a dick.”

 She laughed again. “He’s a micromanager, and he means well, I know that. But he’s also a judge and he’s scary as hell to most people. Anyway, I’m kind of bumbling around right now. I don’t really know what I’m doing. I’ve taken a bunch of classes in Biological sciences, but it’s nothing to get the heart pumping over.”

 “If it’s not your passion, it will never get your heart pumping.”

 “Yeah,” she whispered, despondently. “You’re right. Life’s hard. I mean, I know I have more than most, but it’s still hard trying to make another person happy and losing yourself in the process. Anyways, I won’t go all philosophical on you or anything.”

 “You mean artsy-fartsy on me.”

 “Yeah,” she chuckled. “That.”

 “I like it.”

 That just made her sag further into him, and he could see himself hearing her talk like this all the time, though it was silly to even think about.

 “Let me know a little about you,” she then said. “I want to know. I’ve always wanted to know.”

 He held up a few of her long silky strands, letting it run between his fingers as he thought about what to say. Was there even a way to positively answer that?

 “Nothing really to know,” he settled with quietly. “I’m just a normal guy on the other side of the tracks.”

 She didn’t need to hear about his abusive father, and his uncaring mother. Or the fact he’d been kicked out of his home at fifteen with nothing but a backpack and a bag of M&Ms. Or that poverty had him turning to street crime just so he could rub a few pennies together for a hot meal. Now his life had been hard, but he didn’t care much to explore it out loud to a girl that would probably never understand that, and he hoped she’d never have to.

 She didn’t pry for a better response, and he appreciated that. Kate seemed to respect boundaries, and fuck, he wanted her to break them down instead. She changed subjects, and he listened to her sweet voice, offering responses just to hear her talk. They spoke for what felt like hours, and then her words trailed off, and she fell asleep in his arms.
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Three
Marcus

A nudge on his shoulder stirred him awake. He opened his eyes slowly and stared up at Kate in the dark. She was standing beside the edge of the couch, completely dressed and holding her purse with one hand.

 “Sorry to wake you, but I have no way of getting home,” she told him. “I was hoping you’d drop me off.”

 He inhaled sharply and looked around in search of a clock. “What time is it?”

 “Almost five.”

 Fucking hell, it was way too early. “I’ll drop you off in a bit, babe. How about you lay down with me for a while first and we’ll grab some breakfast once we’re out?”

 Her hands nervously tugged at the strap of her purse. “I’d love breakfast with you and all but…I can’t stay. My father is meant to come around at seven for our ritual Sunday breakfast, and if he finds out I’m not there…” she paused and sighed. 

 “What happened to not caring tonight?” he replied light-heartedly.

 She didn’t smile in return. Instead, her nerves grew. “I can just take a bus then, or something. I won’t make you get up, that’s not fair of me, and it’s so early –”

 “Fuck no,” he interrupted, sitting up now and rubbing at his tired eyes. “I’m just kidding. Not gonna have a girl like you riding public transport on this side of town. I’ll get my keys and we’ll go.”

 Her shoulders sagged in relief. “Thank you, Marcus. I appreciate it.”

 He stared up at her for a moment, taking in her just fucked look she still wore, and felt himself smile. “Did you think I’d be some jerk? That I’d kick you out or something?”

 She shrugged, biting at her bottom lip. “I didn’t know what to expect, to be honest. I’ve never done this before.”

 “Don’t do it again,” he found himself saying straightaway. He didn’t know why he said it, either. The girl could do whatever the hell she wanted to, but fuck, he knew she was worth so much more than just a one night screw.

 She looked at him strangely, and he cleared his throat and quickly added, “You know, there are crazy people out there around here. You don’t know the kind of person you’d end up in bed with.”

 “I guess I got lucky.” Her mouth spread out into a wide smile as she said this and he felt that smile burn into him. His chest stirred at her raw beauty. He stood up and tried to shake away his intense attraction to her. She wanted him for one night, and he strangely felt used for once, and it wasn’t all that great of a feeling.

 Avoiding her eye, he snagged the keys off the table and said, “Let’s take your beautiful little ass home.”

*

Kate wouldn’t turn her face away during the forty minute ride to her apartment building. Those green eyes were piercing, and he loved the burn he felt when she stared at him.

 “I’m this building right here,” she told him, pointing out her place.

 He stopped the car in front of a tall modern apartment building. He watched her slowly gather her purse and tighten the straps of her heels on her feet. It looked like she was stalling by the amount of time she took, and he saw the familiar nerves running through her system before she finally opened her purse and removed a slip of paper and pen.

 Amused, he watched her scribble what he knew would be her number.

 “I know that you probably get this a lot,” she said quietly, avoiding his eye and suddenly itching to get out of there, “but… you know, I had a great night and all, and… if you ever wanted to call, or anything, or…” she paused and her cheeks reddened as she held out the slip of paper.

 He took the paper from her hand. “Sure thing.”

 She shot him a quick smile. “Okay, well, good night, or…good morning, actually, and I’ll see you soon, or talk to you soon, or that’s up to you –”

 “You’ll hear from me,” he told her. “I promise.”

 She stopped and stared at him, that hopeful look cutting through his insides like a sharp blade. He’d never been given that look before. He’d been given phone numbers in the past, but it was in passing and without much care. Kate had done it as though she was itching for more of him. Maybe it wasn’t just a one night stand then. Maybe she was seriously interested. And fuck, he was interested too. He liked that look too much. Liked the warm feeling it gave his empty insides.

 Without thinking, he leaned over and took her face gently into his hand and pressed his mouth against her lips. Immediately her hand moved up his chest and around his neck. She kissed him back with an intensity he didn’t expect, deepening it as she opened her mouth to him. She moaned softly as he flicked his tongue against hers, and god, he’d fuck her again, right here and now, if he could.

 He pulled back instead, and his blood was on fire and his eyes were wide. Fuck, he loved the taste of her. She stared back at him, her lust apparent.

 “Now get inside,” he told her, fighting to steady his voice.

 She nodded and pulled away.

 He watched her open the door and step out of the car. She was a little wobbly and he smiled at the obvious effect he had on her. He kept staring until her slender tall body disappeared into the apartment building, stopping once to look back at him, that look of enchantment still adorning her face.

 Marcus had to collect his thoughts when she was out of view. His heart was beating hard in his chest. He liked the girl. Had liked her the first time he’d been discreetly selling product at her campus. He’d seen her rushing from one building to the next with her textbooks pressed against her chest, and he’d smiled even then at her flushed beauty. You just knew she was a fucking sweet girl, and he’d been right. She was.

 He’d never talked to a girl for so long before. She wanted to be cuddled, wanted to be touched and shown care, as if she’d been deprived of it like he had all his life. But he knew she hadn’t. A girl like her would have been given the proper care and love she deserved, while kids like he had been once were neglected and made to fend for themselves.

The entire evening had been amazing and that actually depressed him on his way home. He lived in another world, would never have the means to give a woman of her league the kind of lifestyle her daddy obviously did. And while he’d fucked girls that came from the same places she did, they weren’t nearly as genuine or as sweet as her. They simply got what they wanted and moved on, their hunger for a thrill with a rougher man on the other side of the tracks satiated.

 He stared up in awe at the apartment high rises as he drove. There was a lot of money around here. More than he could ever dream of making. He would never be able to live here, even if he saved ‘til he was seventy. He was a loser, a goddamn nobody with zero means and a million fucking problems. He was destined to fade into obscurity, back on his side of the tracks, and any day he’d get caught for his crimes and those cuffs would wrap around his wrists where they belonged and take him away. He almost hoped for that to happen just so he wouldn’t have to try so hard to survive in this world any longer.

 He’d fade away in Kate’s thoughts in a few days when she reflected back on his nasty couch in his nasty apartment. She’d realize she could have more than that, and he’d be a forgotten memory, maybe touched upon with shame throughout the years. He nodded to himself at the thought, figuring she’d probably end up with some lawyer her father would approve of. She’d become a career woman in a powerful relationship, then she’d buy a house and pop out a couple kids and never wonder of him again. 

Marcus continued looking out the window, taking in the change of scenery as he went. From skylines and thriving businesses to shitty storefronts and crumbling houses. This was his reality, harsh and cold, empty and incomplete. Normally it didn’t bother him. He’d knock back the alcohol and the coke to numb his surroundings. But he was fucking sober as a nun right now, and shit felt horrible. Reality felt like a punch to the face. Sure, he could get laid easily, but he couldn’t keep a girl if his life depended on it.

 It was still dark, and he was only a few blocks from his apartment at a stop light when he spotted a figure. It was a young dark haired girl no older than fifteen, and she appeared to be in a hurry, walking hastily down the empty sidewalk across from him, clutching the strap of her backpack in one hand and looking over her shoulder every couple seconds. He followed her line of sight and it took him a few moments to understand why. A guy in a hoodie half a block away followed in her steps, moving equally as fast in an effort to catch up.

 Marcus waited impatiently for the light to turn green. His knee bobbed up and down as his sights remained on the girl. When she rounded a corner out of sight, he felt a cold feeling run down his spine. The guy in the hoodie started to round the corner too, picking up his pace before he disappeared out of view.

 Shit. 

Fucking shit.

 The streets were still deserted. It wasn’t even 6 in the morning. Typical of his neighbourhood to still be sleeping. Bunch of intentionally unemployed drugged-up bastards, like him.

 “Just turn fucking green already,” Marcus growled at the light.

 The second it did, he pressed down on the gas and his sedan sped down the street, turning the same corner the girl did. He gripped the steering wheel tightly, unsure of what he’d find as he went.

 Then it hit him like a bucket of ice had settled into the pit of his stomach. The girl’s backpack was on the ground and she was feet away, her back flush against the front of the man. She didn’t make a sound, and he found it odd, until the man turned just slightly in his direction, and Marcus saw the hand over her mouth as he began dragging her into a nearby alleyway.

 Without thinking, he opened the glove compartment and pulled out his pocketknife. He usually kept it on him in case some dickhead tried to car jack him, but with Kate close last night, he didn’t want to carry any weapon in case she noticed it and got spooked. He left the car running as he stepped out and hurried to the alleyway they were in. He slowed down just as he approached it, and peeked his head into the pocket of darkness.

 “Just stop moving,” the man’s voice hissed as he shoved her up against the wall.

 “Fuck you,” she snapped against his hand.

 “This doesn’t have to be a fight. Just stop moving and we’ll be done.”

 But the girl wouldn’t stop moving. She flailed her body around, and then the man suddenly howled out in pain. His hand dropped from her mouth, shaking it in pain from the bite she’d given him.

 “You fucking bitch!” he growled, slamming her face against the brick wall. She cried out, but kept fighting. “Fucking bitch!”

 Anger flooded Marcus as he moved in, opening his knife. It was a fast blur of events. He grabbed the man by the hood and pulled him back, shoving his weight off the girl. The man was still holding her hair, and as he got shoved back, she fell back with him, landing over his body. She struggled to get free, and by then Marcus had knelt down and set the knife on the man’s throat, causing him to completely stiffen to the ground.

 “Let her go,” he demanded the piece of shit.

 The man immediately did, and the disoriented girl crawled to the wall to catch her breath.

 “I let her go,” the man told him, raising his arms up in surrender. “End of story now. I’ll go.”

 “I don’t fucking think so,” Marcus retorted.

 He was just a puny man compared to Marcus, but he would have easily taken the tiny girl down, and exerting that control over a defenceless woman set Marcus off. He pulled the man up to his feet easily and took his mangled hair into his grip. The man fought, but he was overpowered as Marcus brought him to the same spot he’d smashed the girl’s face against.

 “You like hurting girls?” Marcus asked him. “Well, I like hurting pieces of shit like you.”

 The man let out a cry before his face got smashed into the wall, painting the brick in red blood and flesh. Instead of stopping there, Marcus did it again, harder than before, and it was always in these moments, when he was up against another man, he felt a buzz unlike anything else. It was a mixture of anger and adrenaline merged into one, and he felt unstoppable. Nothing could distract him. He needed that buzz like his next breath, and it was intoxicating the way it flowed through his bloodstream, making him hazy on that dreamlike high.

 After that second slam, the man’s body went limp and Marcus let go of him. Knocked unconscious, he collapsed to the ground. The buzz quickly died off in Marcus soon after. He stepped over him and saw the girl standing now, looking down at the mangled body with empty eyes. He paused right then and there as he watched her. She was a striking young girl. Very tiny with jet black hair and dark eyes. When he spotted the blood on her face, he approached her slowly.

 “You alright?” he asked.

 She looked away from the body and up at him. “Of course I’m alright,” she retorted angrily. “What a stupid thing to ask.”

 His jaw nearly dropped from surprise. What the fuck? “Don’t give me attitude, girl. I just saved you.”

 “I didn’t need your help.”

 What in the fuck? “What in the fuck?”

 Brushing her hair out of her face, she turned and sped out of there. He followed straight away, hardly believing what he was hearing. Here he thought she would be fraught with trauma over the attack, and yet she walked away unhindered by it!

 “Are you having some kind of post trauma reaction that’s going the opposite way or some shit?” he asked her. “Are you in denial that you were about to get raped?”

 She ignored him as she grabbed her backpack off the ground. She picked it up the wrong way and her contents fell out of the unzipped compartment, landing in a scattered heap on the ground. She cursed and bent down, picking up her things hastily.

 Marcus knelt down too, grabbing at a few things of which she angrily ripped out of his grip.

 “I don’t need your help,” she practically spat at him. “I’d appreciate it if you just fucked off.”

 “Just another snotty little teen, huh?” he countered, uncaring about her demand. He grabbed at her shit and stuffed it in her bag. “A fucking thanks wouldn’t kill, princess.”

 She paused and scowled at him. He tensed at the blood that was literally covering half of her face. She looked almost sinister and beautiful…very fucking beautiful.

 “I’m not a princess,” she bitterly said. “I’m a hood rat. Just like you.”

 He was too speechless to respond, and his lips flinched upwards involuntarily, enjoying her attitude. He forced himself to look away from her haunted eyes as he grabbed at her opened wallet. He saw her student ID, saw the school she went to and would quickly forget the name of, and then her name.

 “Emma Warne,” he muttered. “Fourteen years old. What the fuck have you been up to all night, alley cat?”

 “None of your business,” was her reply as she snatched the wallet out of his hand and stuffed it in her bag.

 “Do you have a family?”

No response.

Marcus huffed in exasperation, moving closer to her. “Where do you live? Fuck sake, let me help you, Emma.”

Just as he went to touch her arm, she pulled out a switchblade from her pocket and quickly backed away, holding it firmly in her grip, warning him with the dark threatening look in her eyes not to come closer.

“Like I said,” she gritted out, “I didn’t need your help.”

Never having suspected the girl was armed, Marcus stared at her in awe.

 “Even with that blade, you would have needed help,” he gently told her, probing her face, wondering who the fuck this girl was.

 She shook her head slightly, continuing to back up. “Help is for the weak.”

 She didn’t even look at him one more time before she stood back up, her backpack flung over one shoulder, that blade still in her grip. He watched her turn and hurry down the sidewalk, practically running, her hair a black wave in the early dawn light.

 “Emma Warne,” he whispered to himself for a reason he didn’t understand.

 She would be the first and only person Marcus Borden ever wondered about.

*

He pulled out Kate’s number half a dozen times a day throughout the week. He debated long and hard about calling her. He might score another lay, and it might even be better than the first time, but what was the point of it all?

 She was the kind of girl he could get dangerously attached to, and the last thing he needed was to get attached to someone. Especially when he was involved with some really shady guys. If he fucked up, they might find his weaknesses and hurt him, and if he had a girl he cared about, she’d be that weakness and she’d get hurt too.

 After the hundredth time staring at her number, Marcus fumed and crumpled the paper, throwing it in the nearest bin on his way home from the diner he’d eaten at.

 There was no fucking way. She was too good for him. 

She belonged in her world, and he belonged in his.
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Four
Kate

He didn’t call me.

 It’d been nine days and I’d heard nothing from him. I didn’t even see him around.

 I thought one night stands were just notches on a bedpost, a moment in time you move on from and never reminisce about again. But I was doing the polar opposite. I’d been obsessing and licking up the festered wounds of rejection. Why would he promise he’d call and then not?

 I had gone all bunny boiler. Every day I thought about our conversation together, how genuine he sounded, how good he looked, how well he’d taken care of me. The more I obsessed, the more upset I grew. And then, to my embarrassment, I found myself taking the long drive to his apartment one afternoon. I’d completely lost my mind, and even thinking about it in the present, locked up inside this cellar, I felt mortified by that decision. I don’t know what had come over me, but I was desperate for Marcus Borden. He did things to women that you couldn’t really explain without sounding like a dazed fool.

 I parked my blue Corvette on the side of the street in front of the rough building, and then I stepped out and walked to the intercom. I searched for his name, feeling frustrated when I couldn’t find it. It was as though he didn’t exist. I stood there for minutes on end, debating whether I could just pester some resident to let me in, when I heard, “Kate?”

 I jumped and turned around. Marcus was standing on the sidewalk, wearing jeans and a plain black tank top, showcasing his tanned arms and all those black and grey shaded tattoos. There was a silver chain around his neck carrying a large cross. And was he always so big? I didn’t remember him being that wide or that intimidating to look at. If my dad was here, he’d have called him a hooligan, and it wasn’t the clothes or the way he looked, but it was the way Marcus carried himself. That “fuck authority” attitude was present in him as ever, and for a moment, I wondered why in the hell I had come here for him in the first place. He was different in a way I would never understand.

 I hesitated. What the hell are you doing here, Kate? This was wrong. He was just a stranger, and I’d made a very bad judgment call thinking this guy kept to his promises, or even that he’d been genuine that night. God, I was just a fool. I felt so naïve and stupid.

 “What are you doing here?” he asked me, mirroring my inner thoughts, looking bewildered as he glanced at me up and down, taking in my flower summer dress. I felt even more out of place than I already was.

 I shook my head. “No reason. I was just going.”

 He took a few steps closer to me, his blue eyes cutting into my own. “I don’t understand. You came here for me, right?”

 I shook my head adamantly. “No.”

 “Then why are you here?”

 “I was just leaving.”

 I made to move when he held his hand out to me.

 “No,” he told me, his hard face softening. “Talk to me, Kate. Don’t run.”

 I took a few breaths, wondering how the hell I was going to explain that to him without sounding like a crazy person. There was really no way I could pull it off, and my humiliation felt heavy and dirty. You couldn’t wash it off, not for several lifetimes.

 Resigned, I looked away and muttered, “You didn’t call.”

 He didn’t move or respond for several moments, and I was sure I was red all over. He probably thought I was nuts.

 “Look at me,” he suddenly said, his voice low and solemn. When I refused, he drew closer to me, blocking my vision with his frame. “Look at me, Kate,” he repeated.

 Slowly, I looked up at him, and in the brilliant sunlight, his gorgeous face reminded me exactly why I was here in the first place.

 “I didn’t call you for your own sake,” he explained carefully. “You’re the sun, babe, and I’m the fucking darkness. We come from completely different realities, and you deserve a fucking hell of a lot more than me.”

 My chest tightened as I replied, “But that’s not for you to decide.”

 He studied me for a few moments, taking in every inch of me. My manicured nails, my straightened smooth blonde hair, my expensive dress and perfectly applied make-up. I suddenly felt like I should have dressed down. Truth was, I went all out to impress him, and now I felt like I was doing the opposite.

 He glanced around us, and when he caught my car on the side of the road, he frowned.

 “Not a good place to park a car like that,” he mumbled.

 “I wasn’t thinking,” I replied, stupidly. “I know I should have. I guess I’ve been a little impulsive.”

 And stupid.

 “Let me show you something,” he then told me, turning back to me.

 “Okay.”

 He took my hand, which was a good sign in my books, and led me up to his apartment. All the while he appeared conflicted, his brow furrowed, his face solemn. When we got there, he dropped my hand and unlocked his door.

 “Come in,” he told me, and I followed him into the apartment.

  I was confused when he began gaining distance.

 “Take a look around,” he said. “I’ve been in here six months, and this is what I am.”

 I did as he asked and glanced around his apartment. My heels were loud against the floorboards as I took in the living room and the couch he’d given me the best sexual experience on. It had certainly seen better days. Actually, the entire room was filled with crappy furniture and a bubbly box for a television I hadn’t personally seen in over a decade.

 “Go to my bedroom,” he continued, noticing my hesitation. “Go on, beautiful. Take a good look.”

 I did.

 His bedroom had a double bed, unmade, and a small light brown desk stacked with crap. The kitchen had dishes piled up in the sink, and even the cupboards had yellowed from age. I began to understand what he was trying to do.

 “So you’re broke,” I muttered, turning back to him, light-heartedly adding, “And you’re a little messy.”

 He had his arms crossed and he was leaning back against the front door, staring at me intently. He was waiting for more, and I sighed. “Do you do drugs too? Is that where the money is going? I thought dealers were flushed with cash, or something.”

 “I don’t make a lot of money,” he responded. “I deal for some dangerous people, and they take a huge chunk out of it.”

 “Do you like doing it?”

 “No. I hate it.”

 I shrugged. “So quit.”

 “Quit?” He chuckled lightly. “You don’t know my world, beautiful. I didn’t grow up with the same opportunities you did. I grew up around this poison, and I had to make do with what I had. This job, it’s fucked up and it’s bad, but it’s giving me more money than I’d get out there, working some 9-5 job earning pennies. This is what the world is like on this end. You barely survive, so you gotta work. You fight, and you fight hard until the day you die. There’s no easy way out. No help around the corner, no parent to pick up the pieces of your mistakes, and it’s simple why that is. Nobody gives a shit about you here. It’s you against the world, and that’s my life, Kate. It’s fucking ugly, and I’m not going to colour your perfect world with that ugly.”

 I considered that for several moments. Continuing to look around his apartment, I understood him perfectly, but I wasn’t really caring about it either. I liked Marcus, and the rest was background noise.

 “You won’t colour my world with ugly,” I then told him, looking back at him. “We have a good connection. You made me feel things I never felt before, and I want to have fun with you. I want you to touch me the way you did that night. That’s all I want. It’s all I wanted when I gave you my number. It doesn’t have to be serious. I’m not looking to involve myself in everything you do, in all that ugliness.”

 He looked away, a fleeting look of disappointment on his face. “So you want me for sexual purposes.”

 “Until you can give me more, yes,” I replied, hopeful.

 In all honesty, I wanted more right from the start, but I also knew already that he was a mess. I couldn’t accept all his bad just yet. It wouldn’t work that way. I wouldn’t last. I wanted the good parts of him, and I knew now that it was another reason I wasn’t the one for him. He needed a woman that took the good with the bad. A woman that fought for him to change, to be a better man, even if it meant working a shit job, so long as he was clean and living a legal life, that was all that mattered. I was too scared to do all that. I was being selfish, and I could later justify it was because I was young and trying to prolong that thrill. But to be honest, I was just a selfish person period when it came to him.

 I could tell he was cracking, especially when his eyes travelled the length of me. Soon, this addiction would run both ways. He would hunger for me all the time, try to give me more, and I would push it away, unready to accept all sides of him.

 Setting my purse down, I moved to him. He watched me cautiously as I went, with this vulnerable look in his eyes. I stopped in front of him, and my hands roamed up his hard chest. His arms dropped to his sides as I did so, and he closed his eyes momentarily, as if savouring my touch. He wanted to be cared for, I could feel that so strongly in him. Whatever trauma he’d endured as a child left him secretly needy, begging to be loved as he carried on his tough façade. Maybe within the soul of a roughened young man, there was an untouched pocket of affection waiting to be shown. It was sort of tragic to think how many people closed themselves off from the world because of a shitty upbringing they had no control over.

 It made me want Marcus all the more.

 “Say yes,” I whispered to him, shutting out that trembling timid side of me. I wanted to be confident with him. I needed to be to make this work.

 He opened his eyes and looked down at me, giving me butterflies with that look. “Yeah,” he whispered back. “I fucking want you. I’ve wanted you the second I saw you, but I’m also not a fantasist. I just want to make sure you know what you’re doing. That’s all.”

 My chest tightened. I smiled at him and stroked the side of his face. “I’m sure,” I told him.

It wasn’t a second later before he crashed his mouth to mine. His lips were made for me, I swear it. I felt on fire, longing for more of his touch.

He picked me up in his strong and steady arms and carried me back to his couch. With this look of desperation, he removed every item of clothing on my body, treating me delicately. He kissed me everywhere, savouring every inch of my skin, and I came against his sweet tongue before he took me again.

I was done for.

Without effort, it took him no time at all to steal my heart.
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Five

Kate

“So what happened next?” the man asked me.

 I stared at him and at the knife he was lazily dangling in his hands.

 “With what exactly?” I numbly replied.

 “With the two of you, obviously. What the fuck else could I be talking about?”

 I flinched at his anger. “Why do you want to know?”

 “Like I said, I’m killing time before I get around to killing. Just tell me. It might be good to unload, especially since you’re going to your death and all. Hell, if you humanize yourself enough, I might have you pass on peacefully.”

 I shuddered and brought my knees to my chest, holding back the sobs that were bubbling to the surface. “Why do you want to kill me?”

 The man leaned forward, his eyes dark and ominous. “Let’s just say my brother is restoring balance. Eye for an eye kind of thing. Your dream boy ripped him off good, and he can’t get away with that. He can’t just show up out of the blue and steal our turf. He has to be scared of crossing us, and what better way to do that than to sort you out?”

 “Marcus will find you.”

 “No, he won’t. When your body is rotting at the bottom of the New Raven River, he’ll be so consumed in your death, he’ll never think to find us.”

 I didn’t respond to that.

 The man was crazy, and I was certain then, more than I’d ever been certain about anything else, I truly was going to my death. There were no words to describe the horror of that, but there was also something eerily peaceful about it. I was making amends to myself, forgiving all the wrongs I’d committed, letting go of the problems that now seemed so drastically insignificant.

 Life really was short, and had I savoured every minute of it?

 My soul consoled me that I’d tried. 

I’d tried damn hard to live for myself.

 “Talk,” he then demanded. “Tell me about your relationship.”

 “I’m not going to give you anymore moments,” I retorted, fighting hard to keep my voice steady. “You won’t steal another one. Now I answered you already. I told you how we met, and I gave you a little more too, but that’s it. No more.”

 He stared at me for a solid minute, and the seconds dragged with unease.

 “You want to cut to the chase then?” he suddenly asked. “You want me to cut your heart out now instead of later?”

 I stared at the knife, shaking like a leaf at the thought of him sticking it in my chest.

 “I don’t understand why you’re doing this,” I cried out in frustration, my teeth chattering. “I’m a good person! I haven’t harmed anybody. I haven’t done anything to deserve this.”

 “How long were you with him?” he went on, completely disregarding my words. “If he left four years ago, that means he had one with you. Isn’t that right?”

 I just gaped at him, wordless.

 “One year with you shouldn’t have impacted him so much, should it?”

 “After a few months, we started spending every day together.”

 “Were you open lovers? Did the world know?”

 “No,” I whispered, vacantly looking past him as I resurfaced those moments in my life I’d never get back. “We were together in secret. We crafted our own world. It didn’t matter Marcus didn’t have money. It didn’t matter what part of town I came from. We left our troubles and our lives behind us when we came together.”

 “Was it just sex?”

 “No, and yes. It was…everything. Sometimes I was at his place, other times he was at mine.”

 “Did he pleasure you every time?”

 I overlooked his desperation to know and nodded. “Yes.” 

Marcus had explored every inch of me, always pleasing me while he reserved his pleasure until the very end. But… even then, I felt that he had some other side to him sexually. I didn’t know what it was, and he never talked about it, but he held back every time he took me.

“And nobody knew?” my killer pressed.

 “Eventually they did. I started to distance myself from everybody and I got careless about hiding my tracks. After I neglected my friends, spent little time talking to my parents, and my grades suffered, people started to get really suspicious.”

 “So he became your world.”

 “Yeah.” 

Nothing thrilled me anymore except the feel of him and what he could do to my body. Or that I could open up to him and tell him every little thing and he would never judge me the way others would.

 “Who discovered it?”

 I sighed, reliving that horrible memory. “My father.”

 And that was when everything changed.

*

Marcus had dropped me off at six in the morning, well aware that my father was due to come pick me up for breakfast at seven. We’d been together for nearly a year at this stage, and it was just as brilliant and addictive as day one. In our own little world, we lived and breathed each other in, and it was always cathartic ending the day in his arms. It balanced me out, made me feel like maybe I could tackle on his ugly life after all. I’d reminisced about it often. In my mind, I saw myself abandoning my studies, forsaking my father’s expectations, moving in with Marcus, both of us getting a job and making it by. It could work, couldn’t it? I didn’t care if that meant being poor or going without. I didn’t care so long as I had those full lips against my own.

 “Call me,” I told him, kissing him. “Don’t make me wait around again, Marcus. You take forever.”

 “I’ll call you tonight,” he promised, running his fingers through my hair with this look of worship. “I won’t make you wait, beautiful.”

 I gave him one more heart melting kiss before breaking it off and rushing into my building. I looked like shit, and the elevator mirrors confirmed my suspicions. My skirt wasn’t in place straight, my hair was frizzy and my make-up was everywhere – the mascara in particular had completely rubbed beneath my eyes, making me look like a raccoon. Yeah, if anyone saw me, they’d know exactly what I’d been up to all night.

 My cheeks flushed at the memory. My God, the things that man did with his tongue. I felt an ache again just thinking about it, but I didn’t have time to. I needed to hurry up and shower, look presentable, have my hair in place, and mentally prepare myself for an hour long interrogation about why I wasn’t perfect to my father.

 I unlocked my door and hurriedly entered. I’d just shut the door and turned when I stopped short, jumping in surprise. My father stood there, in the middle of my living room, turning away from the windows where he would have likely just seen me getting dropped off. He was dressed in his golf pants and collared shirt. It was golf day, of course, and he was usually happy the days he went golfing with his uppity buddies, but today he was far from it. While still looking immaculate – that was my dad for you – his face was nothing to smile at, especially when he took in the state of me. He was pissed. Royally pissed and I flinched when he strode to me.

 “So this is what you’ve been up to!” he shouted, stopping in front of me to peer at me from head to toe. “You think your mother will be proud when I tell her you’re jumping into bed on the other side of town with an uneducated thug who sells dope on the side?”

Oh my God, I felt like my life was over.

I didn’t know how to react. My emotions were all over the place. Mostly, I was surprised he’d figured it out because I’d told no one of Marcus, not even my closest friends.

 “Did you have me followed?” I whispered in shock.

 “Of course I had you followed,” he retorted angrily. “You’re my only child, my little girl. Did you think I’d just sit back while you suffered in class and avoided us? Your mother is going to be devastated, Kate. You’ve put me in a terrible position. Did you do this to me on purpose?”

 “No.”

 “Are you trying to rebel?” he questioned, his face pained. “Have we stifled you? Did I fail you as a father?”

 “No, Dad, no.”

 “Then why?”

 “It had nothing to do with you.”

 “Everything that is part of you has to do with me!”

 My eyes watered. “This wasn’t malicious, and I understand your anger, Dad –”

 “No,” he cut in with a shake of his head. “I’m disappointed more than angry. I truly thought you were different from all the rest. Never did I think I’d catch you doing something like this. Throwing it all away for a boy, a criminal who is nothing – who will forever be nothing!”

 “He’s good, Dad, I wouldn’t spend time with someone if he wasn’t a good person –”

 “I’ve had him checked out, Kate. He’s not a good person. He’s been in out and of trouble since he was fifteen. Look where he lives, look what he does, think about what you’re saying before you tell me he’s a good person.”

 It wasn’t fair. Anyone could look through his life and paint him out to be a terrible person, but there was so much more to Marcus than that. It just wasn’t fair.

 I didn’t respond. I was too lost for words. I’d been caught out, red handed, no way of hiding it or trying to sugar coat the situation. I felt like I’d done the walk of shame in front of my freaking dad, and I was mortified and embarrassed, but, more importantly, I was disappointed in myself. It wasn’t because of my dishonesty, either, but for not being more careful, which further cemented how glued I was to Marcus.

 “Now,” he continued, “this is what’s going to happen next –”

 A knock interrupted him, and I froze at the sound. There was only one person who could be at the door right now. Shit.

 Dad’s eyes widened at the realization. “You gave him a key?” he whispered in shock.

I hesitated and his face darkened. He stormed past me, and I followed him frantically.

 “Dad, stop!” I called out to him. “Don’t, please, don’t do anything.”

 He pushed me aside and opened the door, and he stilled at the sight of Marcus holding my wallet, looking like his usual self in baggy jeans and a black tank. Dad went five different shades of red, and I grabbed at his arm quickly when he made to move to him.

 “You son of a bitch!” he hollered at him, pointing his finger at Marcus. “You stay away from my daughter! Do you hear me?”

 Marcus took a step back, looking between him and me with a blank look on his face.

 “You’re a fucking nothing!” my dad went on, and I grimaced and pleaded for him to stop. “I know all about you! I know you’re a black hole and you’re no good for my daughter. Do you hear? You leave her alone!”

 Marcus just stared at me, his face void of emotion. “You left your wallet,” he then quietly said, and before he could continue, Dad tore it out of his hand.

 “Get out,” he demanded. “You go around my daughter one more time and you’re done. I’ll have the police on you and you’ll be put away for all you do on the side. Do you hear me?”

 Marcus didn’t respond to him. He was good at keeping his emotions hidden, and I’d have preferred to see him angry instead of looking like an empty void in front of us. 

“Marcus,” I whispered to him, pouring out the sorrow in my voice. 

He simply shoved his hands in his pockets, shot me one last look, and took off down the hallway. I was quivering by the time Dad slammed the door shut and phoned my mother. I felt lost and trapped, and while Dad carried on about how I was going to change my ways, the same question buzzed through my mind, over and over again.

 How the hell was I going to see him now?

*

The entire day was hell. My mother acted like I’d committed murder, sobbing at my apartment, threatening to bring me back home so she could “show me the way again”. Dad didn’t go to golf until the afternoon, after he’d spent three hours giving me a lecture of how we were going to fix this before people in our social circle found out I was with a “criminal.”

 It was disastrous.

 I resented them, and I’d never had a bad thought of my parents before that day. But I hated them for judging, for not letting me explain the way I felt for him.

 And then, to make matters worse, Marcus didn’t call me like he promised he would. I’d kept my phone on vibrate in my pocket the entire time, and they were so upset, they hadn’t once thought to take it off me.

 The built up of anger inside my body was explosive. That night, I was so furious at my father for what he said to Marcus, I decided I didn’t care that he didn’t accept him. I wanted my thoughts of leaving to become a reality, and I convinced myself Marcus was worth leaving it all behind for

I drove to his apartment after my parents left for the night. I wasn’t entirely in the right frame of mind, I knew that, but I needed to see him. It was only when I was creeping down the street that I came to my senses and realized it was a bad time to be out. There were people all over the streets, and their heads turned to my blue Corvette inching into a parking spot. It was dangerous territory, and I was close to talking myself out of stepping out, but then I saw him with a group of guys just outside his building. He was leaning back against the brick wall, downing a bottle of beer, looking particularly unhappy when he followed the attentive stares in my direction.

 It was too late to turn back now.

 I stepped out in my flip-flops. I didn’t look impressive like usual. I had plain black tights on and an oversized top. My hair was up, with fallen strands framing my make-up-less face. It was good I dressed down, I realized, as I slowly made my way to him, ignoring the deep stares of others as they scrutinized me.

 With his arms crossed, Marcus didn’t move to me once. He just stood there, waiting, that emotionless face staring back at my worried one. The guys around him broke up just enough for me to move within his circle and stop in front of him. Marcus glanced at them, and with that single look, they parted ways entirely, giving us space to talk. I was a nervous wreck, wondering how I could even begin to apologize for my father’s horrendous behaviour and somehow mend us at the same time.

 “Hey,” I hesitantly said, trying to smile at him.

 He leaned forward and quietly said, “What’re you doing here, Kate? It’s ten at night.”

 “I wanted to talk to you about this morning,” I replied. “You said you’d call, and after the whole incident with my father, you didn’t.”

 “I figured your old man would be monitoring your phone, and I didn’t want you in more trouble than you already were in.”

 “He wasn’t monitoring my phone, and I don’t care about being in trouble if it means being with you.”

 Marcus sighed slowly. “Kate,” he whispered, and his voice sounded pained. “I don’t want you sneaking around with me anymore –”

 “I know that, and we won’t.”

 “But your father was right.”

 I stilled, staring at him in surprise. “He was right about what, Marcus?”

 “I’m no good for you. I’m a fucking screw-up, and even if I wanted you not to sneak around, I’d have to be the one to do it. With my job and the amount of trouble I’m getting myself into, it’s not safe for you to be around, especially now. For fuck’s sake, it’s late and these people you see around us here aren’t as tolerant as me of people with money. You’re lucky you found me here.”

 “I won’t come around here this late again.”

 “That’s not enough, Kate.”

 I grabbed at his arm and desperately squeezed. “I can’t be without you. We’ve been together every day. How about you just keep coming to me instead? I’m not ready to let you go, Marcus. I can’t. It would break me. I’m already breaking.”

 He’d become too much a part of me, and I was willing to admit that. I wanted to. It sat on my tongue, inching its way out.

 “I love you,” I breathed out, swallowing a lungful of air at the admission. “Okay? That’s the truth. I love you and I can’t be without you –”

 He cut me off just then with a hard kiss. He gripped my hair tightly as he took me in, and I felt like he needed me to say that. He needed to know he was loved. Dear God, in that moment, I wondered so much what horrors he went through to feel this way. When his mouth broke from me, he kept his forehead pressed against mine, looking at me with sad eyes.

 “Marcus,” I whispered, and he closed his eyes, inhaling sharply, like he was breathing me into his being. “I’ll throw it all away. I’ll leave it all behind for you. I want all the ugly.”

 His hand instantly dropped and he took a step back from me, torn and miserable. I couldn’t understand why he would be. He should have wanted this too.

 “I don’t know what to do,” he then said, shaking his head. “You deserve more, and I’d be robbing from you if you left it all behind.”

 I shook my head too. “You wouldn’t be robbing me of anything.”

 “I can’t trust that’s how you’ll feel in the long term, babe. I’ve seen it before. You’ll start to resent me –”

 “It’s not fair to say that. You’re just speculating. It could be the total opposite. I might love being with you more, and isn’t that worth the risk?”

 He exhaled, running a hand through his hair. “I wish it was that easy. I’m in a lot of shit right now. You’ve been in the blind where I’ve kept you. There’s a lot you don’t know, and you being here right now isn’t a good idea. You need to go. You need to get out of here before anyone decides to say something to you.”

 “Then come with me.”

 “I got business to take care of.”

 “What, the drugs?” I hissed, feeling angry that he’d choose to deal than come home with me. Didn’t he hear me two seconds ago? I’d just told him I loved him, and that wasn’t easy to do either.

 His face darkened as he glanced around us, and then he grabbed me by the arm and started dragging me back to the car.

 “It’s more than that,” he gritted out in my ear. “It’s that you’re my fucking weakness, and you being here in front of everyone has revealed that. You need to get in your car and never come back to this place again.”

 “And what about us?” I cried out as he opened my car door.

 He stopped against me and stared hard at my face. “You need to focus on what’s important right now –”

 “You’re important!”

 “I’m talking about your classes, your friends, your family, everything else that existed before me.”

 “But I need you.”

 He sighed heavily. “Maybe I’ll be good enough for you one day. Fuck, I’d do anything for that to happen, but that’s not in my cards, Kate. It can’t happen now. You have to go, and stop having a loser like me drag you down. Your father loves you. He’s doing this to protect you.”

 “He’s painting you black and white!”

 “I know, and maybe I deserve that for my poor choices. Point is, he’s not being malicious. He’s being caring, and fuck, Kate, if there’s something in life you have to treasure, it’s the love of your family. I didn’t get that, and you need it.”

 “No.”

 “Yes, you do.”

 He was right. I hated that.

 “So go,” he told me. “You have to.”

 I resisted at first, but he stared me down, unwilling to take no for an answer. I didn’t cry. I was angrier than I was sad.

“You’re making a mistake,” I told him. 

I glared at him and climbed back into my car. With my hands squeezing the steering wheel as tight as I could, I drove out of there, watching his form in the rear-view mirror grow smaller as I went.

 He wanted me to let go.

 But I wouldn’t. Never.

 I reached out for weeks, called him relentlessly, and received nothing on the other end.

 It was only after the third week I’d heard about him leaving town.

 He didn’t return for four years.

*

 “You should have moved on,” the man said, amused. “That could have been the end of you and him. You could have lived your life and this entire thing – you and me, right here and now – wouldn’t have happened.”

 “I couldn’t move on,” I replied, honestly, staring at the dark figure. “My heart didn’t let me move on.”

 Hearts wanted what they wanted, with or without your say.

 “Do you think he loved you?” he then asked. “You emptied your heart out, and he never said it back.”

 I sighed. “Marcus loved the idea of me more than he loved me.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “I mean, in his head, I was unattainable perfection. He could never feel worthy of me if he stayed like that.”

 The man hummed thoughtfully. “Do you think that’s why he left town?”

 “I can’t be sure, but… I always wondered about it. I always wondered what was going through his head the night he took off.”

 And in this cellar, with the clock winding down, I knew I’d never get the answer to that question.

 “You defied your father, though, didn’t you?” he pried. “That’s why you became a teacher.”

 “Yeah.”

 “When did you know Marcus had returned?”

 I smiled softly. “I was at the grocery store in the checkout aisle getting ready to pay, when I glanced at the magazine rack and saw the local newspaper. I remember I went still all over. My heart squeezed so painfully. I picked up the newspaper with a shaky hand and read the article beneath the picture of him shaking his hand with the city mayor. He’d donated half a million dollars to renovate New Raven’s historic building previously scheduled for demolition, and they were thanking him for keeping the history alive by helping with the funding. He saved the building, and he was a hero for a while.”

 The news of that had been earth shattering to me. I felt like somebody hovering over her body, trying to grasp with a reality that didn’t seem possible. Yet it was true. Marcus had come back wealthy beyond belief, answering to nobody, all the while looking like an Adonis. He must have packed on fifty pounds of muscle.

 “How long after when you saw him?”

 I snapped out of my thoughts and shook my head slowly, staring hard at the man. “No more.”              

I wouldn’t tell him how intimate Marcus was to me. How hard he fought for me when he returned. How different he was in every way, yet still giving me parts of his old self that I knew lurked within him.

I remembered taking my morning walk through the park outside my apartment a few days after I’d read the paper. I remembered the way the air changed when I stopped at the gardens. I knew, before even turning, that he was there. And he was, dressed in a suit, looking remarkably unrecognizable. He’d stared at me with his heart on his sleeve, mesmerized by the sight of me.

“You came back,” I whispered.

“I came back for you,” he whispered back.

I let out a faint sigh and felt my body slowly shutting down. I wouldn’t give this man anymore moments. They were mine and he couldn’t have them.

“So you’re cutting to the chase,” he stated slowly.

I forced a nod. “Yeah,” I breathed out, braver than I’d ever been before in my life. “I am.”

I thought of Marcus when the man stood.

I thought of the raw love I held for him as the man moved toward me.

I felt that love in every inch of my soul as the man darkened my world with his hands around my neck. I fought to stay alive with everything inside of me, but it was no use.

I was dying, and his face flashed before my eyes as I took my last breath. For a split second, Marcus was over me, holding me, telling me it was going to be alright.

 

And then the blackness did finally consume me.
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Five
Marcus

She’s in the river, Mr Borden. I left her in one piece, which is more than you deserve. Consider that the next time you bring a woman close. Fuck off from our turf. These are our streets. Not yours.

His soul had shattered at the message.

 He was too late.

Marcus waded into the quiet waters, vaguely hearing the sirens of the ambulance and police cars in the distance.

The figure floated, face up, a flicker of blonde hair swaying in all directions under the cloudy sky. He swam, uncaring of how cold the waters were, uncaring of anything but her. With eyes rimmed red, he frantically moved to her, his mouth trembling as he neared.

“No,” he choked out.

No. No. No. No. No. No.

It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be.

His vision swam and darkened. He nearly lost consciousness from the shock as he reached out to her. Her pale skin was ice cold to the touch. He wrapped his arm around her body and pulled her to him.

“Kate?” he whispered fearfully.

He turned her face to him and his heart collapsed in his chest. Her eyes were open, but there was nothing there. He shook his head in denial and stroked her cheek.

“Wake up,” he pleaded. “Wake up. Don’t do this to me. Don’t… Don’t fucking do this to me! No, no, no.”

He let out a guttural cry, sucking in the air in his lungs as he tried to accept what had happened, what he was looking at, what he was touching.

“I fucking love you,” he let out, feeling the knife-like pain cutting into his chest. “I fucking love you and I never told you. I never fucking told you. I never…”

His thumb roamed over her lifeless face, over her thin lips, and fuck they were still red, even in death. His fingers floated through the strands of her long blonde hair, and he grabbed a fistful, sucking in more air as his world twisted apart around him.

No. No.

Shaking, he swam back to shore with her and carried her to a spot on the sandy ground. His body was an earthquake, his face had paled at the sight of the woman he returned for. The woman who had given him purpose when he had been lost and gone. He opened his mouth but his voice was trapped inside his lungs. His vision swam but no tears fell out.

He collapsed over her, burying his face into the soft curve of her shoulder. That was the moment the colours in his world diminished. He tore himself away to look down at her face and saw nothing but black and grey everywhere. Digging his fingers into the sandy earth, the acute pain in his chest was accompanied by an anger that made his blood run cold as death.

It was exquisite, this anger. 

It gave him purpose, this anger. 

It changed him. 

Whatever was left of Marcus that day died on the riverbank with Kate Davenoth.
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Part Two: Borden and Emma
“The tragedy of life is not death but what we let die inside of us while we live.”
Norman Cousins
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Six
Emma

They nicknamed him the Tank, and I could see why now that I was standing in front of him. The man was bloody huge. Like, Ajax the Great kind of fucking huge. I had to crane my head to take in all six and a half feet of him.

But Marcus Borden was a lot younger than I expected. He looked to be in his early thirties. His brown hair was longer than previous images I’d seen, curling just a little at the nape of his neck and over his forehead. His face was heart shaped, and he had plump lips, a strong straight nose and high cheekbones. I’d have thought pretty features such as his screamed pretty boy, but that was the last thing he was. At the calculated way he moved and with cold eyes like those, he screamed predator instead.

And only one word was going through my mind in that moment: Fuuuuuuuuuuuuck.

I was immediately overwhelmed with fear. I felt like somebody had knocked the wind out of me. His grave expression instantly put me on edge, and when his resilient blue eyes flashed to mine, even for the half of a second that it did, my heart picked up and I could feel my speedy pulse thump in my ears.

Why the fuck am I here? The one night I agree to come out and this is what happens…

There were three of his men standing around him and a tall, slender redhead in a skimpy red dress hanging by his side. She was looking at me, amusement scribbled in her gentle features at my predicament. I instantly hated the bitch.

Borden, wearing a thick black sweater and dark jeans, was standing in front a large steel table, sorting through an open briefcase when we first walked in. I couldn’t see the contents of his briefcase from where I stood, nor did I want to. What I wanted desperately was to be away from all of them. This was like a bad scene out of some B-grade mafia movie, and any second someone was going to put a bullet through the back of my head. I looked behind me, just to be sure.

Yeah, I was losing my shit.

Again: Fuuuuuuuuuuuuck.

I had been dragged here forcefully by a man they called Hawke, and his hand was still currently wrapped tightly around my bare arm. When I looked down at it, I felt my stomach churn. He was missing his third finger, and the skin around his forearm was thickly scarred. 

He roughly situated me in front of the table across from Borden. I watched as another man walked to where he stood and leaned into his ear. “Found her in the alleyway when we were taking care of business. Think she saw everything…”

The walls were vibrating from the music roaring outside the back room of the club, drowning out the remainder of his words. Or maybe that had been the cause of my heart climbing into my ear canals, beating my hearing riotously into deafness. Whatever. It didn’t matter, did it? Fact was I couldn’t hear shit without straining.

Still looking down at whatever was in the briefcase in front of him, he said, “What did you see in the alleyway, Miss…?” His voice was low and smooth but had a backbone of authority in it. He appeared almost bored, as if this was yet another inconvenience.

“I didn’t see anything,” I quickly responded.

“He asked for your fucking name, bitch,” growled Hawke, digging his fingernails deeper into my arm.

“Well, I didn’t really know that, did I?” I couldn’t help snapping. I honestly wouldn’t have done it if I was in the right frame of mind.

My heart picked up at the way Hawke looked at me. I swallowed hard and uttered, “Emma Warne. That’s my name.”

Borden instantly looked up at me. “Emma Warne?” he repeated, a note of surprise in his voice.

My brow furrowed at his strange reaction before Hawke’s grip tightened once again in warning. “Y-yes,” I quickly said.

Borden just stared at me for a long moment, and the silence was awkward as shit. I sort of wanted to fade into nonexistence at the look in his eyes, all hard and curious. Then, before I could question that look, his face smoothed out and he returned to normal.

“Have you given her a pat-down?” he asked Hawke.

Hawke nodded. “There’s nothing really to check. The dress is pretty skin tight.”

Borden eyed me carefully, roaming my body from top to bottom. It wasn’t heatedly either. Just clinical. “Did you check her bra, see if she’s concealing…blades of any kind?”

I tensed suddenly. How the hell could he know that?

“I didn’t check her bra. I’ll do that now.”

The second Hawke’s mangled hand shot up to my chest, I jumped back. “No!” I hissed. “I’ve got a switchblade in my bra. I’ll get it myself.”

He looked to Borden to see if that was alright, and Borden nodded. All eyes were on me as I stuffed my hand down my top, searching for the blade concealed under my breast. I pulled it out, and my breasts were practically on display before I fixed them back into place. My face was flaming red as I reluctantly handed Hawke my switchblade. Not that I would mourn it or anything. I had a dozen others in my apartment. He took it and placed it on the table before returning to stand next to me.

Silence again.

Borden looked like he was deliberating, shooting a quick glance at the weapon every few moments. 

“Do you make a habit out of using this blade, Miss Warne?”

“It’s for protection,” I simply responded, my body breaking out in sweat at how hard he was looking at me.

“Do you put yourself in danger often?”

“No.”

“Then what were you doing out there on your own in an alleyway this late at night?”

Strange how simple questions you would have easily answered before become hard and impossible to clearly put into words when fear took you. I stuttered, blinking several times, trying to put together a line before Hawke cursed loudly. “Fuck this, she’s going to lie, Borden,” he said. “She can’t put two words together–”

“I wanted some fresh air.” I interrupted him. “It’s very cloudy in the club and I’m not use to being in crowded places… I wanted some fresh air. That’s all. I didn’t see or do anything–”

 “She’s lying,” Hawke cut in sharply.

“I’m not lying!” I didn’t mean to raise my voice but this Hawke guy was really aggravating me. It was like hate at first sight with this douche, and he glared at me like I was a fly that needed to be squashed/burned/mutilated.

Borden’s mouth formed a frown at my outburst. Fuck. He shut the briefcase loudly and set each palm face down on the table, leaning forward just a little to study me. 

Staring at his face was difficult, but I felt like I had no other choice. He was willing me to with those hypnotic eyes; there was no way I could escape them. Then he glanced over my shoulder, and just the simple action prompted Hawke to shove me closer to Borden, until my legs were touching the steel table, and I was merely feet from him.

Closer to him than ever before, my eyes danced around his face. I could feel every part of me tense, bewildered for a moment at the stark beauty the man embodied, and then caught up in a wave of trepidation when I remembered who I was really staring at.

A bad man.

A dangerous man.

Regardless of the way he looked, he was cold and wicked, and I was just a lamb brought for slaughter.

“You’re holding yourself quite well, Miss Warne,” he remarked, going over every inch of my face and body as if it answered something to him. “You haven’t been drinking.”

 Still tense, I shook my head. “No.”

“Odd for someone to come to my club and avoid a drink.”

“I don’t drink.”

“What a load of shit,” Hawke said under his breath.

“I don’t drink,” I repeated quickly before they all started to doubt me. “I-I haven’t for years.”

“She’s lying through her teeth,” the redhead pitched in loudly. “Look at her. She’s stuttering and shaking –”

“If I wanted your input, I would have asked for it.” Borden’s voice hadn’t changed but his face flashed with anger as he looked over at her. Shit, that look was unlike anything I’d ever seen before. She instantly went quiet and crept back. Any bit of confidence she had before completely drained away, which was sort of alright in my books after she’d smiled like a bitch at me just minutes ago. 

It seemed nobody felt safe around this man, no matter who they were.

“How long have you been here?” he then asked, turning back to look at me. 

“Two hours maybe,” I answered hesitantly.

“Did you come with a man?”

“No.” 

“Who did you come with?”

“A friend of mine.”

“Is your friend still here?”

“Yes.”

Curtly, he said, “I recommend next time you come out this late at night and hang around alleyways, Miss Warne, that you come with a man on your arm. Being alone like this makes you vulnerable and easily taken advantage of. The last thing I need is a trail leading to my club because you were dumb enough to get into some trouble with a measly switchblade you wouldn’t have found time to dig out between your breasts for protection.”

I was beyond red. “I told you I was with a friend.”

“And you also just told me your friend doesn’t have a pair of swinging balls, isn’t that right?”

“Well, yes, but –”

“Point made. Don’t fucking do it again, in or around any of my establishments.”

I shut my mouth, fighting the urge to tell him I was a grown woman and I could do whatever the hell I wanted to, but, yeah, that wasn’t happening. Not when I was standing in the middle of a dragon’s den, ready to be devoured if I so much as blinked the wrong way.

“And next time,” he added, a small smirk accompanying his lips, “try avoiding alleyways for a place to take a breather. That’s simple street logic.”

I bit my bottom lip, holding back the curse words itching to come out. I was pretty sure it was the fear stopping them from taking over.

“So where are you headed to now?” he harshly asked.

“To my friend?” I had no idea if that was the answer he wanted.

“Wrong. You’re going home. Isn’t that right?” His face darkened as he regarded me.

 Heat rose to my cheeks. I nodded quickly. 

 He eyed my bare arms. “Have you no coat, Miss Warne?” 

 “I do… I don’t know…I don’t…” I began stammering, looking down at my black dress and bare arms, wondering where the hell I put it before I remembered I never even brought it.

For several moments he watched me flounder before turning to the asshole beside me. “Hawke,” he said irritably, “Miss Warne is a little confused. Perhaps we didn’t account for her slow mind. Take her to her house before she continues talking shit.” His grim gaze landed back on me. “I don’t want to see you at my club ever again. Do you hear?”

I nodded again.

“Good. Get the fuck out.”

Hawke steered me roughly out of the room. My head was spinning and I could hardly keep my legs up. My knees buckled, but Hawke kept me upright. Even though we were heading away from the danger, I knew I was having a panic attack. My vision was blurry and spotty. I stared at my feet moving unevenly on the ground. I was practically being dragged by this man. I heard loud voices and music in the background before cold autumn air hit my body. Before I could process anything, I was in the back of a moving car. 

“What’s your fucking address?” Hawke roughly asked me.

“2514 Maple Street,” I answered through numb lips.

I had my arms wrapped around my queasy stomach the entire way there. When we reached the tall apartment building, Hawke walked me past the group of men that usually loitered around the complex during the night. He didn’t say a word. He stayed put behind me, watching me carefully unlock the glass door with the key hanging on my necklace.

When I opened it, he continued to watch me walk hesitantly to the elevator. I looked back at him several times; his long hair and thick beard stood out in my memory the most. When the elevator closed and I could see him no more, I immediately hunched over and threw up in the corner of the elevator. Nothing came out because I’d hardly eaten anything that day, but I couldn’t stop heaving. Acid burned my throat, tears and black hair blurred my vision, and my stomach clenched painfully until the feeling passed.

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and almost crawled to my small one bedroom apartment, using the walls for support on my way there. It was three doors down from the fourth floor elevator and it felt like the walk of my life. I could hear the normal television noise next door and the screaming of a couple across from me. Usually I’d be annoyed at this, but I welcomed it for the first time. It brought me back to the familiarity of my world instead of what I’d just walked out of. 

I didn’t change, or wash my hands, or even make it to the bedroom door. I collapsed into my three seater couch and shook violently. It would have been just after midnight when I’d come in because I watched every hour from one to six tick on by.

I’m not sure what I was thinking about the most: Marcus Borden, or the man that was being strangled in the alleyway.
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Seven
BORDEN

With his forehead pressed against the glass, Borden stared out of the floor to ceiling window of his penthouse, overlooking the New Raven River. He tapped his gun against the glass as he watched the water sway. If he stared hard enough, he’d begin to feel the motion of it too. Pain skyrocketed through him as he tried to imagine a body in the darkness of the waters, floating with the current, swaying just as he was.

He put himself through this torture often. It was the only thing that really gave him any feeling at all. His world had turned black and grey, but the pain was like a shade of red every now and then. It gave him pain, and with pain there was the feeling of being human.

And that was the last thing he felt anymore. Human, that is. His life now operated on power, control, and business that had long lost its appeal. The adrenaline that had energized him before had now weaned into nonexistence. He was a void, playing a part he was no longer interested to play. He was suffering in the way a man who couldn’t feel anything positive could suffer. The emptiness was a curse. Karma had struck five years ago and the bitch remained since. And because Borden had nothing to lose, he didn’t give a fuck if the bitch won in the end.

 He turned away from the window and set the gun back down on the coffee table in the lounge. It sat next to the opened briefcase, and Borden unaffectedly stared down at its contents, at the hundred dollar bills that took up every inch of its interior.

 Money did nothing for him.

 Numb.              

Numb.

Numb.

That’s all he was.

And yet despite all that, his mind went back to one thing.

Emma Warne.

How was it possible that this had been the very same girl he’d rescued in that alleyway nine years ago? She looked exactly like her. No, she was her. The little alley cat with the switchblade. He remembered that girl like a picture inside his mind, and from time to time he’d revisited that memory, thinking of her jet black hair and haunted eyes.

She didn’t recognize him, and why would she? It’d been dark, and he was night and day the man he was back then, both physically and mentally. Death did that, though. When it struck, it changed parts of you forever.

 “Emma Warne,” he whispered out loud, tasting the name on his tongue.

 Hawke had passed along her address to him, so he knew the poor girl had no business being on this side of the city. She’d barely looked the part, anyway.

 “Since when do we make sure these people make it home safely?” Hawke had asked him after he’d returned. “The bitch could have went back herself.”

 “She could hardly walk,” Borden had replied in return. “She wouldn’t have made it far. Anyone would have taken advantage of her on her own, especially after we stripped her knife off her.”

 “Who the fuck cares? Would actually serve us good if someone took care of her before we do. There’s no way she’s going to be silent about this, Borden. And we’ve got enough heat as it is with the fucking bikers on our case about the goddamn port. One mouth opening and the police are going to fuck our place up all over again. Hell, maybe I should go back and take care of her –”

 “No,” Borden interrupted, feeling an irrational spike of anger flood through his system. “Don’t touch her.”

 Hawke just stared at him questionably. “I don’t understand.”

 “No questions.”

Hawke exhaled and left after that, no doubt confused as hell.

 And now Borden was here, almost smiling as he remembered the look on her face when he’d interrogated her. There was an edge there beneath the surface, a hardness in her eyes, and he knew she had fought with every fibre of her being to suppress it.

 Wise girl.

A knock sounded out, stirring him from his thoughts. He shut the briefcase and wandered to the front door. Opening it, he came face to face with a beautiful brunette wearing a white mini-dress. He looked her up and down, displeasure clear as day on his face. Another escort.

 “The fuck you want?” he barked at her, though he already knew.

 “The boys said you needed some relief,” responded the plaything, batting her eyelashes at him in what he assumed was her best attempt at being seductive.

 Fuck, the girl was scrawny. He tilted his head and checked out her nonexistent hips, wondering how someone could think it was appropriate to gift him a Popsicle stick. He was used to escorts showing up like this. The boys were relentless in their endeavour to have him balls deep in a girl. But Borden was bored of them. Bored of the false look of need in their eyes, of the way they screamed in ecstasy when he fucked them – or tried to long ago – knowing for certain it was all a fucking façade to have their drug needs met after they were done.

 Just fake. Everything about it was fake. 

Fake, fucking fake, fake, fake.

 “Let me give you a good time,” she continued, trying to convince him with another bat of her eyelashes.

 He rolled his eyes and kicked open the door.

 “You can try,” he replied, as she walked through the door.

 She could try, but he knew already she’d fail. 

Like all the others.

*

Always he dreamed of wading into that river, but in his nightmares, the water was red and tasted like blood.

 Kate was always floating a distance away, her blonde hair swaying in all directions.

 And always, no matter how hard and fast he swam, he never reached her. She kept drifting away into the red waters, in a river that never seemed to end, and he would exhaust himself, swimming until he couldn’t move at all, until his limbs ached and his vision spotted.

 And always he felt that knife-like pain, a sadness that coiled itself around his heart and squeezed until there was nothing there. It was debilitating, this sadness, and it swallowed him whole.

 Waking up was usually the hardest part, because he woke up feeling absolutely nothing at all.
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Eight


Emma

I stayed on the couch most of the next day sleeping. Sundays were usually spent grocery shopping and having a catch up at my grandmother’s house. Not today. In hindsight, I must have looked quite pathetic cradling myself in the corner of the sofa, eyes wide open, wondering whether I was in a dream or whether I too had been strangled on the way home.

Why let me go, I wondered. Sure, I didn’t see anything, but he never asked me what I heard. And had he asked, would I have answered? I’m not sure what would have happened to me if I’d told him that bit of information.

These were criminals, very dangerous criminals. Not the kind you want to mess with or even sit next to at a charity event. You couldn’t smile at them. You couldn’t look at them. You couldn’t do a damn thing without risking being a target, and yet somehow I’d managed to escape them. And not just them per say, but the king of them.

Marcus Borden, aka the bloody king of New Raven, aka the one you couldn’t escape hearing about, was everywhere, in every corner of the city, out the lips of every resident, taking up space in some way or another. He owned multiple successful businesses, including the club I’d just been to. I just never expected him or any of his men to actually be there when I was. 

However, despite the long list of businesses he owned, it was the port where he controlled shipments in and out of New Raven that was his crowning achievement. Ringleader Borden was the bread and butter, the one with the connections, the one calling the shots. After suspicions he was drug trafficking, the cops tried at him many times in the past few years – and you always heard about it in the newspapers – but he was deemed untouchable. There was never an ounce of evidence against him. Didn’t matter how many warrants with reasonable grounds to search him were conducted, they never found anything. 

I’d seen his face in the papers every once in a while, but I had never been in such close proximity to him than last night. A poor girl like me had no place in his part of town. I’d felt grossly out of place at Owls too. Lara, a long-time friend of mine, had married a rich man and relocated to a penthouse in the heart of the city’s most wealthy estates. She was the one that dragged me out there. She was the one that convinced me I needed a break from all the hours I was working at the diner, that I needed to clear my head and enjoy some loud music and good company.

My supposed “good company” abandoned me in the middle of the club to dance with some douchebag who wasn’t her husband, leaving me to fend for myself against at least a dozen men with wandering hands. Close proximity with so many people I didn’t know had me feeling the normal anxiety I had in social situations I was uncomfortable in. I escaped to the nearest exit that happened to be the alleyway leading to the parking lot across the street. I only wanted a few minutes to myself to cool off. It was stuffy in there. I’d managed to go unnoticed and untouched; I wasn’t anything particularly impressive to look at, not among the rich girls with their plastic faces and fake tits, anyway.

I remember the crisp breeze I felt when I stepped out into the open air, loving the feeling of space and quiet. I had walked maybe four steps just as the door opened again, and I heard the screaming of a man and another threatening to shoot him. Frightened, I hid behind the last of the four bins fixed alongside the wall. It was pitch-black and there was no way I could reach out for help without being noticed. I didn’t attempt to take a look at what was going on. I was too scared of getting caught. I knew growing up in a rough neighbourhood that there are things a woman should not involve herself in, and a man getting attacked by a couple of men while you were unarmed was one of those things.

He was dragged a short distance away from where I hid. 

“Please,” I heard him beg. “Give me another chance. I’ve got the money and I’ll pay up. I swear I’ll pay up!”  He repeated this hysterically, but he wasn’t being listened to. 

There was a short exchange of words from one man to another. “Finish it off,” said a deep voice. Then a large gasp erupted and I heard the sound of a man choking violently. 

 I closed my eyes and put my hands over my ears. I felt like a child hiding in the corner believing all was okay if I pretended it was. I pressed my lips together, afraid to even breathe. I waited for what felt like minutes when a hand grabbed at my arm and roughly stood me up.

 “Who the fuck are you?” 

Before I could even respond, I was slammed against the brick wall and pain erupted from the back of my shoulders as it scratched the rough surface. The pain stunned me speechless, as though my brain had shut off. I couldn’t see much of the man in front of me except that he had long hair.

 “Take her to Borden, Hawke,” said another voice from someone nearby. “She’s seen everything.”

 I shook my head at the memory, trying to lure it out of my thoughts. I was alive. I was okay. Why think about it anymore? I’d survived bad shit in my short life, this was just another one of those times.

 Yes, now calm the hell down.

  To distract myself, I grabbed the remote control on the coffee table and turned on the television. I sat up and rested both feet down on the carpet and rubbed my hand over my sore stomach. I idly stared at the news and weather forecast, and slowly it lulled me into a light sleep. 

A loud knock tore through the quiet, and I jumped, whipping my eyes open. My body shuddered and my heartbeat accelerated in my chest.

Who would come to my door? 

Nobody ever came to my door. 

I stayed glued in that spot for a few moments, holding my breath. Maybe the person would go away if I didn’t respond. Maybe – 

BANG! BANG! BANG!

Shit.

Feeling like the weight of the world was on my shoulders, I slowly stood up and made my way to the door. Panicked, I wondered if it was them again, wondered if they were here to take me away. 

Without a peephole, I had no way of knowing who it was. I took a few deep breaths trying to rid the nerves away and unlocked the door. Relief accompanied me at the sight of a tall police officer standing in the hallway. He was a young, brown haired man with concerned eyes. Relief immediately turned to confusion. What is this? 

 “Emma Warne?” he asked.

 “Yes,” I said anxiously.

 “Police Department got a call from a resident in this apartment complex saying they were worried for your safety. A man escorted you home last night, is that right?”

 I hesitantly nodded again.

 “We were told that man is in league with Marcus Borden. Is that also right?”

 “I was at one of his clubs,” I responded with instead. “I had no way of coming home.”

 “I understand that, but I also know that it’s fairly unusual for Mr Borden to send someone home unless something happened. We’ve had some serious complaints in the past, and we know the last thing they can be is safe. Resident said they were unsure of whether the man followed you in or not, and that the apartment has been silent since.”

Yes, something happened! I could see my inner being now, ripping her hair in frustration at my silence. I felt that side of me pushing for the truth to surface, but I suppressed it.

 “Nothing happened,” I told him firmly. “I met him last night and he decided to send me home after learning I had no transportation back. If anything, he was being… gracious.”

 Yeah, as gracious as a fucking murderer was.

 “Gracious?” the officer repeated, staring at me sceptically for a long moment, studying my face.

Perhaps gracious was a long stretch. 

His deep stare just added more to the nerves I was feeling. The last thing I wanted was trouble. If any of his men were out there now and watching a police officer enter the complex after last night, what might they think?

 “So you’re completely fine? Nothing happened?” he asked, and it was almost painful listening to the level of concern in his voice. 

 “I’m completely fine,” I lied. “I had a long night and need some rest.”

 Emma, you coward.

  “I appreciate the concern, Officer,” I added as a way to end the conversation.

 He slowly nodded, looking completely unconvinced. I even caught him looking past me and into the apartment. “Do you mind if I go in and have a look around, Miss Warne?”

I frowned and replied firmly, “I do mind, actually.”

He looked back at me. “Just wanting to make sure is all.”

“I’m perfectly fine.”

He sighed in defeat. “Alright, well, you have a good day then. If you remember anything or know anything, don’t hesitate to contact us immediately.”

 “Okay. Thank you.”

 I closed the door quickly, holding my breath for a few moments. Just as I heard his footsteps fading to the elevator, I collapsed to the floor in relief. Oh, thank God. Then I wondered who on earth saw me last night and decided to call the police to check on my wellbeing. That person could have come seen me themselves if they were so worried. I couldn’t think of one person, though. I knew nobody in the building and they certainly made no effort in knowing me either in the last two years I lived here.

 This doesn’t make sense.

 Aside from that mystery, the rest of the day was uneventful. Out of my barren fridge, I forced three stuffed olives down my throat and made a nasty cheese sandwich that I could only finish half of. I had the shakes several times and I spent a lot of time glancing out my bedroom window, half-expecting one of Borden’s men to be standing there watching me. There never was, and I convinced myself I was getting overly paranoid. 

But when it came to Marcus fucking Borden, was there such a thing as paranoid?

*

In the evening, I received a worried call from Granny who I was meant to visit earlier that day. “So everything is alright then?” she asked. Her voice sounded nasally and she was sniffing repeatedly. 

 “Yep, everything’s great,” I lied. “You sound awful though.”

 “Just a flu. I must have caught it at the doctor’s on Friday – how about that, huh? Haven’t been anywhere else. Next time please call me and let me know if you’re not on your way. I made a lot of food for you to take, you know. I thought you were going to be here.”

 “I’m sorry, Granny. I can come by tomorrow if you’d like. I finish work at six.”

 “Yes, anytime tomorrow is fine, Emma. I don’t want to waste the food. I made you sausage rolls and a chicken casserole you can divide and freeze up.”

 “I can’t wait to have it.”

 “Why do you sound so down? You’re usually upbeat, darling.”

 “I’ve just… had a rough day, you know.”

 “Well, you look after yourself. Don’t let anybody walk all over you. Especially a man. You’re your own person.”

 I blinked in surprise. Did she just assume I had an issue with a man? I guess she didn’t believe I’d been seriously single all these months, and it was pretty sad when your granny thinks you’re getting some and you’re really not.

 “I won’t,” I promised her. “Don’t worry about me. Tell me what else I’ll be eating.”

 She continued letting me know of all the foods she had made or was going to make me. She couldn’t stand the thought of me going hungry. She knew very well that my job wasn’t paying well enough to provide me with an entirely full stomach every day. Despite her having little money herself, she poured whatever she could into me. It was always appreciated, and I didn’t know what I would do without her. I knew tomorrow it was going to be an even longer day swinging by. It took over an hour catching two buses from work, but I missed her and felt guilty for having stood her up.

 After the phone call I had a long bath, trying to again suppress the memories of the previous day. I was also highly upset that Lara – the bitch – hadn’t bothered to phone me to see how I’d gotten home.

 “Last time I talk to you,” I mumbled under my breath, shaking my head angrily at the image of her smiling face.

 I received a few eager texts from my best friend, Blythe, while I got ready for bed.

Blythe: Sorry I haven’t got back 2 u. I got laaaaaaaaid last night. The man was an Adonis. Had a six pack. Was pretty creepy, like mafia-type creepy, but OMG drought is over and it was worth it. How was ur night out?! Give me the gossip and pleeeeease tell me u got lucky 2 xx

Me: Congrats on getting laid. =D At least fortune smiled on one of us last night!!!

Blythe: You don’t sound like ur normal self. Are you alright?

Me: Splendid.

Blythe: ??

Me: Lara flaked out on me. Used me as a way to get out of the house.

Blythe: Bitch.

Me: Definitely.

Blythe: We should egg her fancy Ferrari.              

Me: It’s a Lamborghini actually.

Blythe: Super bitch.

Me: Tell me about it.

Blythe: Well I would never use you, babe. If I see her face, I’ll stick a fork in her eye for you okay?

Me: Sweet. Make sure it’s both eyes tho just in case she’s a resilient little bitch. I’m going to bed now. See you at paradise tomorrow <3 

 I wrapped myself up in my covers and waited for sleep to take me. Though I was dead tired, I tossed and turned until midnight, thinking of the alleyway and Borden’s face. At one point, I got out of bed and went to the window. I peered out through the blinds, scanning the streets, looking for Hawke’s dark car parked anywhere nearby. When there was nothing, I returned to bed and finally passed out into a long dream about a dangerous man.

 I saw his lips.

 Saw his eyes.

 Saw the dark look on his face.

 My mind tormented me with flashes of him, of how scary and beautiful he was, until my body was a mixture of fear and arousal.

 And then I awoke, mortified I’d been dreaming about a sick man who could have easily snapped my neck in two.
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Nine
Emma

The diner was unusually busy all of Monday morning. Along with the other two waitresses, Blythe and Tessa, I had to skip my first break. None of us were pleased.

 As usual, Denny the Dick, our bipolar asshole boss and owner of the diner, had locked himself up in his office the whole day. He sat in front of his computer and pretended to be busy with “work”, but the last time I checked, jacking off to orgies in his office wasn’t something you got paid for. The lazy ass pretty much just left us to fend for ourselves and the kitchen was none too pleased about it either.

 And on that case, how hard is it to clear your web history? Or even clean up your freaking keyboard when you were done? There were things on there so old I was sure they could rival the dinosaur age. Fucking yuck.

 It was only after lunch that we realized there was a school holiday and that was why we’d seen so many children and parents coming through. We usually did really well with the regulars, and they were extra patient with us when the place had picked up the pace. The food was standard, nothing special, and the environment was welcoming enough. It was a good place of employment for the time being, especially having great staff to work with.

 “You’re looking exceptionally beautiful today,” said a regular, John, with a broad smile on his wrinkly old face after I’d stopped by to get his order.

 “Thank you, John,” I said, offering him the brightest smile I could muster. I was still a little out of it, especially after my unsettling dreams, but the normalcy of the day was helping. 

 “Has a lucky man scooped you off your feet yet, sugar?”

 I sighed, trying to be patient with today’s round of questions. He usually asked the same ones over and over again, and I wondered if he even realized that.

 “Not lately,” I forced out. “So did you want the usual? Ham sandwich and a coffee?”

 “Sure,” he replied, his eyes gazing up and down my body. John was a seedy old bastard, and you can’t go through life as a waitress without bumping into one of those at least once. It was with great luck mine had to be a regular. “Shame, such a shame. You know, if you ever need a good greasing” –he winked– “I’m here for you.”

 I clamped my mouth shut hard for a moment, fighting the nausea swimming up my throat. I managed a stiff smile. “Will definitely consider that, John, thank you.”

 I turned away from him and my smile instantly fell. What in the actual fuck? Did a sixty something year old just offer to grease me?

 “You okay?” Blythe asked, catching my bewildered look.

 “I shouldn’t have stopped by John’s table,” I simply responded.

 She cringed. “Did he offer to butter your buns like he did with me last week?”

 “No, he offered to grease me, and that was after a creepy wink.”

 “Oh, yeah, the winks are always the creepiest.”

“I’m taking my break,” Tessa cut in, fanning her face. 

We nodded at her. This was the usual. Tessa took the first break between us. She was in her mid-forties, and surprisingly faster than Blythe and me combined. Off work, she had a never ending supply of drama in her life being a single mom with a run of shit boyfriends. Despite all that though, she was still a romantic and I envied her for it.

Blythe, on the other hand, was the talker. Only a year older than me at twenty four, she looked like twenty and had an incredibly athletic body to die for and a beautiful wholesome face. It took only a few dirty jokes from her and we bonded very quickly and became the best of friends.

“You’re going to have to fill me in on Lara the bitch,” Blythe told me as we passed one another.

“Definitely will,” I replied.

“I want every detail of that night.”

I nodded again. Definitely not. I told her everything, sure, but there were certain things that must be omitted. I didn’t want her knowing about Borden. The less she knew about a particular danger, the better. Not that he was any danger to me or anything. It happened, and I was pretty certain that was the end of that.

 I let her have the second break when Tessa returned, but by this point the diner had finally settled down immensely and the tables were no longer packed. 

 “You need a ride tonight?” Tessa asked after we’d served everyone their meals.

 “I’m going to Granny’s,” I answered. “I’ll have to take the bus.”

 “That’s a long ways away, huh?”

 “Yeah.”

 “Well, if your schedule changes up, I’m more than happy to drop you off. I’ll be going up that way again more regularly now. I’ve gotten back together with Dan.”

 I faked a surprised face because their on and off relationship no longer shocked any of us.

 “Yeah, I know, right?” She smiled brightly, turning a light pink in the face. Her fake red hair reminded me of the redheaded woman from the other night, and a flash of panic zipped down my spine. “He’s been begging for another chance and I admit I’m missing him too.”

 She talked about it for a good five minutes before Blythe finally made her return. I headed into the kitchen where Pat the cook had left me a freshly baked blueberry muffin on one of the tables.

“Thanks, Pat,” I said with a grateful smile. I was starving.

Pat returned with a sheepish grin. “Of course, Emma. Anything for you. Just, uh, let me know if Blythe wants anything too, okay?”

I nodded, fighting the urge to roll my eyes at him. Yet another man crumbling for Blythe. Not a surprise since the girl had men wrapped around her little finger at the drop of a hat.

I took a seat on the chair that was against the opened back door. Tessa usually sat here to smoke her cigarettes and Blythe sat here to make her phone calls. I, on the other hand, sat here to enjoy my muffin and get away from the noise for a good fifteen minutes.

 There was nothing to look at except for the view of the next door’s clothing shop wall where some graffiti had been freshly scribbled on. I noticed a caption that hadn’t been there before, written in terrible penmanship, that said, “Only dead fish swim with the stream.”

 Pretty bloody deep, random dude!

 My flushed skin welcomed the autumn air. I leaned back and picked out the blueberries from my muffin, munching on them hungrily whilst daydreaming about Granny’s yummy sausage rolls. It would be nice to have a good meal. It’d been three days since I last had a full stomach. Didn’t help I couldn’t keep anything big down from the fear of what had happened. And still – STIILLL – that dream plagued me. I wondered why my mind jumped straight to Borden like that. Didn’t help the man looked the way he did. Call it sick curiosity, or the fact I’d always admired his appearance through the papers and was baffled that he actually looked better in the flesh, but there was something about him… Some kind of strange perverse pull to figure him out and get to the bottom of the truth surrounding the rumours. It was stuff made for fantasies, the mystery blaring in your face and yet remaining so unattainable.

 Like everyone else, I would never figure it out.

 Suddenly a hand settled on my shoulder. I nearly jumped and looked up, only to find a bewildered Blythe. 

“Emma, hey,” she said hesitantly.

 “What’s up?” 

 “Someone’s asking for you.”

 “Who?”

 Blythe looked very uneasy. “It’s…that Borden guy. You know, the Borden. Everyone’s pretty shaken up right now.”

 I froze, wide eyed and freaked the hell out. 

 “The place is like a tomb. You can freaking hear a pin drop. I tried to serve him, only he said he wanted you and that he would wait for you, but that I should let you know right away.” Blythe looked confused. “I didn’t know you knew him! I mean, that’s crazy. You should have freaking told me! What’s he like? He had on this scary ass look–”

 “Shit,” I cursed. 

I stood up and shoved the muffin into her hands, wiping mine against my uniform, wondering why on earth this man was here asking for me. I mean, sure my mind was all over him like white on rice, but I didn’t want to actually see him again. Unless I wanted to die, and yeah, I was probably going to die. Fucking fuck.

He doesn’t believe you. He knows you heard something. You’re done for.

 “I can tell him you’re not here, Emma,” Blythe said from behind me, catching on to my uneasiness. “Do you owe him some money or something? Should I call the police? Those guys are dangerous. He’s dangerous.”

 “No. It’s fine. I’ll deal with it. It’s fine. I’m fine… It’s…” I stopped talking and tried to calm down.

 “What’s going on?” she suddenly demanded, taking hold of my arm. Her voice turned serious as she said, “Please tell me you didn’t fuck something up. Please. You have to tell me, Emma. You have to trust me.”

 “It’s fine,” I repeated, pulling away from her grip.

 “It doesn’t look fine. I’m going to get Denny out –”

 “No! Don’t start any problems, Blythe! I’ve got this under control, and besides, what the hell is Denny going to do? He’d shit himself if he knew Borden was here.”

 She frowned at me, suspicion in her eyes. “Well, what the hell have you done, Emma?”

 “Nothing bad.”

 “Nothing good either by the looks of it. What’s happening? You look like you’re about to go to your funeral, and with someone like Borden waiting out there, I’m inclined to think that’s actually a possibility.”

 I stiffened at her glare and shrugged. “Honestly, Blythe, the less you know the better.”

 Her face fell. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

I didn’t answer. Instead, I left her like that in all her confusion. I didn’t want to keep Borden waiting. I walked back in and took small steps forward, waiting for the sight of him to come into view. As I walked out of the kitchen, I grabbed my notepad and pen out of reflex, like maybe in some candy land alternate universe he was here to just order something, like a coffee or a sandwich or a milkshake or… Fuck, no alternate universe would let that happen. 

I found him seated alone in one of the booths against the entrance window. He was casually positioned, wearing dark jeans and a black long sleeved shirt that emphasized his broadness. Borden was fucking huge.

 He was looking out the window, twirling a silver zippo lighter in his hands as I approached the table. I could feel the eyes of many others in the diner looking our way. As if sensing me – because he sure as hell couldn’t hear me by how quiet I was – he turned his gaze to me. He patiently waited for me to get closer. I stood a few feet away from him, unable to hide my shock. What the hell was he doing here? Hesitantly, I opened my mouth to say something, but he beat me to it.  

 “Sit down,” he ordered, motioning to the seat across from him as he pocketed his lighter.

 Well, okay.

I was going to be sitting down regardless of him telling me to or not. 

I did as I was told and stared at the table to avoid his piercing eyes. 

 “Having a good day?” His voice was so void of emotion, it was almost robotic.

 “You don’t have to take the cordial route,” I plainly replied. “I know you don’t give a fuck.”

 He stilled for a moment, like he was surprised by my remark. Then, he nodded slowly, muttering, “Right. Let’s get to the point then. You know why I’m here, don’t you?”

 “It’s…to do with that night.”

“Good, you’re clearly smarter in the mornings.”

I fought hard not to glare. The jerk. 

“Now I think it’s important for us to begin an open and honest discussion in regards to that night, and we can start by you looking at me.”

 I did as I was told, only because I knew what he was capable of and he scared the shit out of me. With the sunlight pouring through the window and framing him the way it did, he was irresistible eye candy, and I understood in that moment why women flocked to him, regardless of all he was. Looks like his had the power to disguise the darkest sides in people.

 “That’s better,” he said with a single approving nod. “So, I’ve been tossing your other night’s words to me around lately, and I have a few discrepancies I’d like to get to the bottom of. I’m going to ask you several questions, Emma, and you’ll answer them truthfully.”

 It was my turn to nod. 

 “Good.” 

He pocketed his lighter and straightened up so that he was fully facing me. Then he folded his large hands together over the table. I had a thing for hands. Couldn’t stand a man with manicured smooth ones. My gaze unintentionally lingered on his long fingers, finding callouses I knew he had. There were no rings or watches on him. He was incredibly plain, and a small part of me felt particularly intrigued by that.

 “What did you see the other night?” he asked, focusing my attention back to him. His eyes roamed all about my face. “Keep looking at me as you answer, Emma.”

 This was a difficult task to do considering I usually had wandering eyes when I lied. I kept them firmly on his, though, and decided this was not the time to let my fear control my words.

 “I saw nothing,” I answered, and that was the truth. “It was dark.”

 “What did you hear then?”

 Now this was the question I’d dreaded the most. I opened my mouth to answer, but then closed it when I discovered that my eyes were wandering. I looked back at him and knew he noticed. His probing eyes roamed my face, distracting me for a moment when he absently ran his tongue along his bottom plump lip. Wow, he had particularly nice lips.

 “Nothing,” I finally said, looking away from that mouth that seemed to be demanding attention. I couldn’t tell him the truth, not when I knew what it might mean if I did.

 He was an impossible man to read. He stared at me harder with each passing second, as if giving me one more opportunity to correct myself, and then he nodded. “Good,” he said, but his voice wasn’t as stern as before. “I’m hoping you told the officer that when he went to your apartment the next morning.”

 And just like that, I felt the wall I’d been putting up crack. My shoulders slumped in disbelief. I was being watched…

 “You need to breathe,” I heard him say. I was having another anxiety attack and breathing was the last thing on my mind. “Calm down.”

 His eyes travelled to my shaking hands. I immediately hid them under the table so he couldn’t see. Jesus, what the hell was wrong with me? I never allowed anyone to see my weaknesses. This was obviously different, I know, but still, I’d always prided myself on being strong, on being able to keep it together under adversity. And I always had.

 Keep it together, Emma. You’ve endured worse things before.              

 “I didn’t tell him anything,” I speedily said. “Nothing. He said someone had called to ask for my wellbeing. He said he saw your man—”

 “Lower your voice.”

 I shut my mouth hard and glanced around us. I could see Blythe standing half a room away with a look of concern. Everyone else was watching too. When Borden followed my gaze, they quickly turned away and resumed their conversations, but they were nowhere near as loud as before, and I knew they were still trying to listen in.

 “I didn’t say anything,” I managed to whisper, looking him square in the eye. He needed to know this was the absolute truth.

 He swept the diner once more, making sure nobody was looking at us. It dawned on me how out of place we looked. I was a struggling waitress earning fuck all an hour and he was possibly the wealthiest man in New Raven.

 Oh, and he was a bloody criminal! Yeah, let’s not forget that important bit of information, shall we?

 “Where’s an office?” he suddenly asked. “Is there one in this shithole, or no?”

 My brows came together in confusion. “Um… yeah, beside the kitchen.”

 Looking thoughtful, he abruptly stood up and grabbed me by the arm. I gasped as he hauled me to my feet and demanded, “Lead me to it now.”

 I moved, but my brain was racing. Faces looked back at us, and Borden snapped, “Look at your fucking food.” 

They did.

Of course they did.

 Blythe shot me a pained expression, and I merely shook my head at her. I didn’t need her to catch his attention. Tessa forcefully turned her away, whispering in her ear. Whatever she said made Blythe reluctantly nod.

 I stopped us at the office door and weakly said, “My boss is in there –”

 Borden interrupted me by letting me go and shaking the knob. When he discovered it was locked, he stepped back and kicked it harshly. It took one kick for the lock to break and the door swung open. Denny the Dick jumped out of his chair, quickly zipping up his pants as he gawked at Borden with shock.

 “What is going on –”

 “Get the fuck out,” Borden interrupted, glaring at the man.

 Denny hesitated for a moment, glancing between us, but he did as he was told. I glared at Borden just then, wondering just how far that power of his extended. When Denny walked out determinedly not meeting Borden’s eye, Borden slammed the door shut and turned to me. By then, I was taking steps back, moving toward the desk, and stopping when it hit the backs of my legs.

 Silence filled the room for several moments. Silence and…

 Moans. Light sounding moans, the sound of flesh against flesh, and a girl screaming out.

 I grimaced, and Borden’s face fell.

 “What the fuck?” he barked out.

 I motioned to the computer behind me. “He…He watches stuff.”

 He paused and glanced around the room, as if it was suddenly necessary to take in our surroundings. His nostrils flared in disgust, and yeah, it was gross in here. You could tell it was Denny’s little shrine with his posters of nude women up and high school pictures a million years ago when he was part of the football team. 

 As the moans continued, he sighed and shook his head. “This is so beneath me.”

 “I-I can turn it off, if you want –”

 “Yeah, turn it off, doll. Turn it the fuck off.”

 Too shaken to walk, I bent down and pulled the computer plug out from the wall while he mumbled a few colourful curses. Then real silence took over, and I stood back up, leaning my weight against the desk for some support. This man was a ticking time bomb and I needed to get this shit-storm smoothed out A.S.A.P.

 I repeated what I said before. “I didn’t say anything, Mr Borden. To the police officer, I mean. I didn’t say a word.”

 “I know you didn’t say anything,” he told me, moving slowly toward me while he levelled me with a deep stare. “What I’m more concerned about, Miss Warne, is you opening your mouth when what happened eventually hits some moral button inside you and you feel you have the responsibility to say something.”

I scoffed. “If you knew anything about me, you’d know that’s not going to happen.”

“Why is that?”

“Because I think for myself, and I know the difference between being stupid and smart.”

“Then you know why I’m doing this.”

“Yeah, and I think you’re being paranoid.”

His brows shot up, like I’d just insulted him, and I probably had. Maybe I wasn’t all that smart after all. 

“I’ve been in this situation more times than once, doll,” he explained. “I have a reason to be paranoid. I know how this will play out. You go to the police, you tell them what you think you saw or heard, and then I get a case on my back. The police proceed to tear apart my businesses, fuck with every part of my life, all because of one little mouth opening. No one’s been successful, but that doesn’t stop them from trying. I’m no stranger to the law jumping me from behind–” 

 “And you’re here to intimidate me,” I interrupted. I was surprised at my outburst, but I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. All I kept thinking about just then were Granny’s words echoing inside my mind.

 Don’t let anybody walk all over you.

 I wondered if she would feel the same way if she knew it would be Borden walking all over me.

 Probably not.

 “Isn’t that right?” I pressed, swallowing hard.

 He tilted his head to the side and his lips twitched. “I’m here to tell you I can do a little more than just intimidate, Miss Warne. I can do pretty much anything I want.”

 Right there he was demonstrating his power over me, and I felt a slither of anger at his cockiness.

 “Anything,” he proceeded to say, his eyes roaming every part of me, sending my heart rate on overdrive and at the same time making my skin flush from the intensity of his gaze. “And you know what I mean about anything, don’t you, Miss Warne?”

 I gripped the edge of the desk behind me tightly with both hands as I retorted, “I know that you’re threatening me.”

 He licked his lips again, those fucking lips of doom that made my own tingle. “I’m simply stating the facts, doll. Every action has an equal and opposite reaction.”

 I blinked. Did the asshole just quote one of Newton’s three laws of motion to me?

 He continued to move toward me, and I was suddenly very mindful of that. Completely frozen in place, I watched him cut the distance, part of me wondering what he was going to do when he reached me…and why I was so interested to find out.

 “Am I making myself clear, Emma?” he asked, stopping in front of me, leaning forward so he was standing over me. His arms were outstretched on either side of me, gripping the desk behind me, calloused fingers lightly brushing against mine.

 I tilted my head up at him and felt my body tremble under the weight of his gaze. To submit, or not to submit? That was the question.

 And I kinda fucked it up.

“No, Borden,” I bit back without thought. “You’re just being a bully, and it’s ridiculous because you’re the one that fucked up. I never asked to hear what I did when I walked out of your club; it just happened. If something like that jeopardises your business, your reputation, or your interests, then maybe you ought to start strangling people off your premises.”

 Silence.

 Dear God, what had I just said? Truth was, his words had hit a nerve. There was nothing I hated more than somebody inserting their authority over me. Someone that made me feel trapped and degraded, like scum that could be bossed around anytime he liked, and you know what? I’d been looked through enough the last two years working at this dump of a place, being bossed around by a dick who thought I was nothing. But being passive at work was a necessity. I needed income and I needed a job, and it didn’t matter what that was. 

 But this wasn’t work. This was a man that wanted to control me by frightening me, and I certainly was not brought up to take this kind of abuse. Marcus Borden or not, it was unacceptable, and, admittedly, it was killing what little pride I had left.

 When his captivating eyes widened even just a little bit at what I’d said, I knew I could corner him. I knew he was trying to intimidate me and make me feel like I had no choice, but I did. This newfound realization toughened me up just enough for me to lean forward, until we were inches apart, and return the severe look he was now giving me.

 “Do you think I’d have walked out that door if I knew what was going to happen?” I asked him. “Do you know how deluded I would have to be to talk about it too? I’m well aware of what you’re capable of, but you’re misplacing your blame, and it would be wise if we both just stop and forget whatever happened, or whatever we think happened the other night.”

 If he had chosen to talk right then and there, I’m not sure I would have heard him over the sounds of my own heartbeats whooshing in my ears. My fingernails dug into the wood of the desk painfully as my heart nearly shot out of my chest. 

 His expression remained the same, and I was beginning to wonder whether he even heard a word I said, until he made a slight nod. Then, without warning, his hand reached up, capturing my chin possessively in his grip, forcing me to look at him as he stared into my eyes. There wasn’t anger there, but there was a curiosity that went layers deep. I gasped, shocked by the warmth in his touch, at the startled warmth in his gaze, at how near he was to my face, as he whispered, “You’re feisty, aren’t you, alley cat?”

I blinked in surprise, utterly speechless.

 “You’re a little kitten. You think you’re vicious, but you’re fucking adorable instead.”

 Now I glared and he inched even closer, until I felt his body pressing against the front of mine. I tried not to react to the feel of something hard and long against my stomach. Frankly, it was so unexpected, my brain simply could not compute, but my body…well, my skin flushed and my heart paced even harder, and still, he drew nearer.

 “Let me go,” I whispered to him, fighting hard against the strange flutters in my belly.

 “Why?” he asked quietly, those blue eyes digging into my own. “You’re excited, aren’t you? I can see it on your face. You’re all red and breathless.”

 “Let me go,” I repeated. 

He was delusional. I wasn’t excited. At least… the logical part of me wasn’t. Yet my body…well, my fucking body was reacting like an animal would, all instinct and without rational thought.

It didn’t mean anything.

“Maybe we can rectify this some other way,” he murmured, his breaths hot on my mouth, his other hand slowly roaming from my hip and up my waist. I tried not to think about how warm and good his hand felt, or how weak a part of me wanted to be in order to accept this. Just as his fingers brushed against my breast, something in me snapped. Angry, I raised my hand and slapped him across the face.

Hard. 

I slapped him really, really hard.

The sound was loud, like a whip, and it made my goddamn ears pop. It was sort of like the aftermath of a bomb exploding. That ringing in the air, the shock of what had happened, the discombobulated feeling of being outside your body instead of within.

And then, sheer terror.

Oh, shit. Shit, shit, fucking shit. What the fuck have I done?

His hands instantly dropped, and he took a step back, his eyes wide, his mouth hanging open. His cheek went crimson red, and his face was a mixture of downright rage and…something else. Something…delicious and… primitive and…

Without warning, he suddenly wrapped his hand around my neck and harshly pulled me forward, crashing his mouth against mine. I froze at the feeling of his surprisingly soft lips, forcing me to part my own, of his large warm body enveloping mine, of the way my heart thumped excitedly in my chest. He pressed himself against me, that raging hard-on thicker than before, sending more flutters inside my belly, travelling lower and lower, exciting forbidden places. It felt like coals slowly burning hotter inside me, and it was so strangely erotic, I sank into his embrace and parted my lips, welcoming his tongue as it stroked mine. I trembled, breathing hard into his mouth. He tasted good. Unusually good for a monster.

Without reservation, his other hand slid down my back, gripping my ass and keeping me firmly in place against him. Without seeking my permission, he acted like he was entitled to touch me however way he wanted. He was a cocky motherfucker, knowing I’d oblige after reducing me to a puddle of sparks, ready to detonate at his command.

My legs shuddered and my thighs tingled. My sex pulsed suddenly, the ache within me growing every second he prolonged the kiss, his firm hand still wrapped around the back of my neck. Already, my mind fired a thousand different thoughts. I imagined him picking me up and spreading me out on the desk. Thought of how good the emptiness inside of me would feel when he plunged himself into me, filling me up one inch at a time. I was surprisingly okay with the vision, and it was only because I was so bloody turned on.

I was embarrassingly into it, so fiercely out of control, and pleading with my lips for him to keep going. God, keep going! I was groaning against him – actually fucking groaning – like he was pleasuring me to orgasm.

Then, just as abruptly, he pulled away from my mouth and I almost groaned out again in dismay this time. My eyes flickered open, and I watched him stare at me with this puzzled look. His chest was heaving up and down. He dropped his hands from me and took a step back, eyes still focused on mine with that “what the fuck just happened” face. I was sure I returned it.

I didn’t say anything.

I mean, what could be said? Like, hey, why’d you kiss me after I slapped you? Why did I enjoy it too? Wait a minute, a more important question: why did you enjoy it? Please, enlighten me, and maybe we can go back to doing what we were doing, slaps and gropes and tongues and all!

Yeah, no. Horny Emma needed to stay quiet and locked away in her cage. The slutty little thing. Shame on her.

He cleared his throat, composing himself. “Consider us even, now,” he said, his voice dangerously low.

It was his sex voice, I realized. And my god, that was hot.

“But from here on out,” he continued gruffly, his eyes growing harder on mine, “I don’t want anything to come back to me because you opened that pretty little fucking mouth of yours. Or else I’ll have to come back and make use of that pretty little fucking mouth again. Understand?”

 He didn’t wait for me to respond. He abruptly turned around and walked out, not bothering to say bye, because what kind of guy like him said good bye, anyway?

 Just a kiss them and leave them kind of guy, Emma.

My legs were like jelly as I followed after him slowly. Practically panting, I emerged from the office and watched him leave. He was a steady man, tall and confident in himself, but even I could see he hadn’t been entirely prepared for what had happened. I’d surprised him, and I didn’t know how that made me feel.

Because I’d also surprised myself.

 When he was out of sight I brushed my fingers over my lips, and they felt fuller than before. I let out a long breath, and the tension slowly left my body. It still felt like he was touching me everywhere, and I tried hard to disregard the strange pull at the very pit of my stomach. Fuck, his mouth had been on mine. Those lips of fucking doom lived up to that name and he’d been turned on by that slap but…but by why exactly?

Feeling the curious eyes of practically every diner there, I turned around and hurried away. I walked out of the backdoor and stood in the open alleyway, staring idly at the graffiti on the wall, listening to the birds that chirped overhead, waiting for my flushed skin to cool and for my breathing to slow down.

 Only dead fish swim with the stream, I read over and over again as my heart thundered inside my chest. 
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Ten
Borden
 

What in the holy fuck just happened?

 No, really, he needed to know. He’d only intended on getting to the bottom of why she’d never opened her mouth to the police, something that’d given him a brand new emotion upon learning. 

It was the feeling of shock.

 Gracious, she’d told the officer he’d been to her.

 Gracious.

 Yeah, as fucking gracious as a lion is to a gazelle after he chased it down and sank his teeth into its neck.

 Borden had had similar problems in the past, and those bastards always opened their mouths to the police officer he sent them. So why didn’t she? When he was told this, he was compelled to come to this shithole part of town and understand. But now he was more confused than ever.

After he exited the diner, he stopped abruptly several stores down.

 Did he…Did he just let a person talk to him like that? And did he… did he just fucking kiss that person after they’d slapped him?

 What the fuck?

 The shock only intensified.

 He looked back at the vague outline of the terrible business that he couldn’t even fathom made money at all. The smell of it had churned his damn insides into minced meat.

 He frowned. 

Nobody talked to him like that! No matter who they were – even if they were twice his fucking size and packed more muscle than him– nobody had ever spoken to him like that in four years. And if they did – which they never fucking dared to do – they would have never gotten away with it.

He licked his lips, and still he tasted her. The girl abuses him and he kisses her for it. And not just kisses her, but fucking ravages her too. How the fuck did that make any sense? And why in the holy fuck did that make him even hotter?

A woman has just brought you down to your knees, Marcus. Just like that. 

His blood boiled.

 It was like anger had been injected into his veins. It ran rampant throughout his body. Always the anger, always the inability to fight it knowing the only way out was through. It made him want to storm back in there, grab her by her tiny little arm and demand an apology.

 No.

 No.

 He wanted to storm in there, grab her by the fucking hair, and bend her over that nasty ass piece of shit desk and fuck her hard and deep, just to call it more even.

 She was terrified of him! He saw the way she shook, the way her light brown eyes looked away from his, and yet…and yet she spoke to him unhindered by it! And that kiss had been returned so heartily, so fiercely, he knew she had been stripped of all her senses just like he had been. And just the memory of what transpired minutes ago instantly wiped away the anger and replaced it with… a weird rush. Like a fucking drug-like kind of rush!

 The feeling was so foreign to him, it left him temporarily frozen to the concrete. He could practically taste the colours; they were there, lingering around the edges, trying to break through. He felt a stir inside of him, and something… thrilling emerged.

 “The fuck you looking at?” Borden barked at a random passerby that had slowed down to look at him.

 His eyes widened and he ran away. Yes, this was the reaction Borden was used to. Not being told off by a girl no more than half his size with the saddest looking eyes and the creamiest skin and the feistiest little mouth…

 His cock suddenly twitched. Fucking traitor.

 She was just as fucking hard now as she was when she was fourteen, and it intrigued him too damn much to ignore.

 Little alley cat.

 He pulled out his cell phone and dialled a number.

 “Hawke,” he said, “I’ve got an errand for you. Emma Warne. I want to know every fucking thing about her. Where she went to school, who she’s friends with, who she’s fucking – hell, everyone she’s ever fucked before. Everything.”

 Without waiting for a response, he hung up and placed the phone back into his pocket. He knew he was being impulsive, but it was a welcoming emotion. It broke the dull void of his day. He hadn’t crossed someone so resilient in a millennia, and even that five hundred pound of walking cholesterol was a disappointment.

 Emma was different.

 He just knew it.

 “The fuck you looking at?” he barked out again at another set of horrified eyes.

 Cue more running.
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Eleven
Emma

Still in a daze, I made it to Granny’s around seven at night. The porch light was on for me, something she used to do every night I’d come home late while living with her. It was a two bedroom, one storey home, tight for the two of us but good enough for her. The house was over sixty years old and Granny had moved into it after she took parental custody of me when I was seven years old. This was sixteen years ago and I remember it clear as day: the confusion, the excitement, the questions she’d delicately answered following the events that transpired after my mother’s incarceration.

 One thing I loved about the house was Granny never made any changes to it. Every time I walked through the door it was like walking back into my childhood, and she tried hard giving me a good one at that. 

 I carried a spare key with me always. When I stepped inside, all was quiet and dark. I called out to her and heard a muffled snore from the living room. She was sleeping in the armchair with a photo album flipped open in her lap. Her long white hair fell over parts of her aged face. I stood for a while, admiring her and loving her more with the bittersweet realization that she was only going to get older. She was in her early seventies and was beginning to really look it nowadays. 

 The floorboard beneath me creaked and she stirred immediately. Her eyes slowly opened and she smiled widely when she saw me.

 “Oh, you did come!” she exclaimed, putting down the photo album to give me a hug.

 “Of course I did. I missed you,” I said, returning her hug tightly.

 Later she served me mud cake with a tall glass of lemonade, another child hood favourite. We sat down at the kitchen table and talked about her health, about my living conditions and my job. It took me no time to demolish most of my plate.

 “I think you should keep searching for another job,” she said. “There has to be something else that pays better, Emma.”

 “I know,” I agreed. “It’s just so hard. There aren’t that many jobs anymore, Gran. So many people are coming to live here now. I’ve applied for so many but the competition’s fierce. The diner is pulling me through enough for now.”

 “Just keep applying. Maybe there will be more businesses opening with the flood of people, and you can find a bookkeeping position. No matter how hopeless it might feel, you can only be in it to win it. Isn’t that right?”

 I nodded but it wasn’t that easy either. I knew I was getting too comfortable at the diner and was taking my time looking for something else, but there were bills that needed to be paid and I was always just barely breaking even. I had to start knuckling down at finding something else.

 “Of course you can always marry rich,” she added, chuckling at me.

 “With all of the hundreds of young rich bachelors out there?” I gasped sarcastically. “God, why didn’t I think of that? I’ll just go and pick one out. I’m sure one of them will be interested in some poor waitress like me.”

 “Well, the clock is ticking, dear. You’re going to run out of time.”

 “I’m twenty-three, Gran! People get married in their forties all the time now! We’re in the 21st century, don’t you know? We don’t all have to marry at fifteen anymore.”

 It’s true. Gran did marry at fifteen. She was married to my Grandfather for thirty-five years when he had a sudden heart attack and was taken from her. Sadly, I never knew him. She never did remarry, nor did she look for another partner since.

 “Well, speaking of such things,” she started, avoiding my eye, “you’re not really seeing anyone, are you?”

 “No, Granny,” I answered her, returning to my carb-infested dessert and finishing up the last few bites. “I’d tell you.”

 She raised a sceptical brow. “Would you, now?”

 “I haven’t kept anything from you. If I was seeing some guy, I’d let you know all about it.”

 She brightened up a bit before casually replying, “I just think it’s important you know that I may be old and withered, but I’m also still a woman too.”

 “I know, Granny, I know.”

 “So, I’m not trying to pry, but I’m unsure if you’ve been seeing a doctor yourself and are taking care of your womanly bits. Birth pills and all that, I mean. Not that I’m forcing you to admit to any of these things if you’re uncomfortable.”

 I stifled a laugh. “I’m not uncomfortable, but yeah, I’m on birth control, don’t worry.”

 Her shoulders relaxed a bit. “Good, because it’s important, right?”

 “Right.”

 “What kind of birth control, may I ask? I know how forgetful you can be with your pills.”

 I stifled a sigh. “I got the implant in my arm.”

 “The implant, right.” She nodded, her thoughts still blazing red. “But that doesn’t stop diseases, does it?”

 “No.”

 “Are you making sure your partners are sheathed or clean?”

 I cringed, and suppressed another sigh. “Don’t worry, I haven’t… you know, I haven’t been with someone in a very long time, Granny. So, relax, okay? I’m on top of it.”

 “Good, good. And know I’m there for you, no matter what.” Then she shot me her sweet smile that went straight to my heart.

 “I know,” I nearly whispered, staring at her as I gulped away the lump in my throat. This woman loved me with everything inside of her, and I wondered how I could possibly deserve it.

 “Anyway, I’m glad because I’ve got my sights on a man for you.”

 Despite the shitty couple of days I had, I laughed for the first time. Leave it to Granny to try the matchmaker game. Again.

 “Oh, God,” I mumbled. “Who is it this time?”

 “He’s a doctor,” she answered, clearly proud of herself. “Ever since Doctor Brahim relocated, I’ve been going to him.”

 I laughed even harder. “Oh, so he’s your doctor? Is he old enough to be my dad?”

 “He’s very young actually. I wish you’d take this more seriously.” She gave me that wise up, child look I was more than familiar with. 

 “So what makes you think a doctor will be interested in a poor little waitress like me? Is it that damsel in distress appeal? Is that what gets his engines revving? I hope not because he’ll be in for a surprise with me.”

 Now she was entering the serious side. She pressed her lips together and raised her eyebrows, letting the wise up, child look ten times more prominent now.

 “He doesn’t care about that,” she retorted. “I’ve showed him some of your photos –”

 “You what?” My jaw fell. She always tried this matchmaking thing but never had she gone to that extent before. “What do you mean you showed him my photos?”

 “I carry pictures of you in my wallet, you know that.”

 “You mean the ones I’m wearing braces, Granny? With my huge curly afro hair? I was like sixteen in those pictures. Now we’ve got a doctor into jailbait all thanks to you.”

 “Oh, shut up, Emma. These are recent ones from last Christmas. You are so aggravating sometimes, you know that? Really now, he’s a good man and I’m a wise discerner of people. I’ve already set you up with him next weekend. He said he’d love to take you out to dinner, but I need to confirm it before he books the reservations.”

 This was an ambush, I realized. No wonder she was so impatient to see me. I knew she meant well, though. She didn’t have one bad bone in her body. I would only agree to this because it would make her happy, and I felt like I wasn’t doing that enough in her life since being on my own.

 “I don’t want to know how long you pestered him to agree, but fine.”

 She glowed instantly. I could tell she was surprised by my answer. She must have thought this was going to take a while of convincing. “I’ll let you know the details once I let him know.” 

 “Can I know what he looks like at least? Do you have a photo of him? You know, I wouldn’t be surprised if you did. You probably took one right there in front of him, you stalker.”

 She sighed in exasperation. “No, I don’t. But out of curiosity I looked him up on the computer. He has his own profile on the practice’s website. Doctor Joel Hedland off Amberway Drive, about forty minutes from where you live in Maple Street.”

 I simply nodded. “Alright, Granny. I’ll look him up.”

 “Good.” She looked at me some more, examining me with her watchful eye. “You said you went out with Lara, by the way. I haven’t forgotten about that. How did it go?”

 I shrugged. “I don’t think I’ll be seeing her again any time soon.”

 “That bad.”

 I nodded and said nothing else. I couldn’t. She knew me inside out. If I so much as elaborated about that night, she’d figure I was holding something back from her.

 “Where did you go?” she inquired, appearing casual but I knew that tone. She was fishing for information.

 “Um, Owls.”

 “The club?”

 “Yeah.”

 She was unimpressed, pursing her lips and all. “I hear a lot about that place. Know there are a lot of shady people that go there. Marcus Borden owns it, doesn’t he?”

 Just his name reminded me of today’s events.

 Of his lips and face.

 Of how embarrassingly riled up he’d made me.

 I tensed and cleared my throat, offering her a shrug. “Does he? I’m not surprised. He owns everything, right?”

 She frowned. “I suppose, but I like to deter from any place he particularly owns or even goes to. That man is a dangerous criminal.”

 Fuck, I would not be telling her about that kiss ever, ever, ever. 

“Yeah,” I weakly said.

 “A murderer,” she added gravely.

 “Alleged,” I corrected, much to her dismay. “Didn’t you say you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover?”

 She raised a sceptical brow. “Borden has no disguise. He’s evil.”

 I didn’t answer.

 Why the hell was I defending the asshole, anyway? He’d come to my place of freaking work for the purpose of intimidating me into silence, which I’d already been happy to do. Then he kissed me after I’d hurt him, turned us both on, and abruptly left! I felt so goddamn confused, it had made my head hurt just thinking about it.

 And why was I thinking about it all the time?

 “That poor privileged girl ended up dead,” she mused on, shaking her head. “Broke all our hearts when they found her in that river. It was all Borden’s fault. Had he never come back, she’d have continued being a harmless schoolteacher. She was so beautiful, so sweet. Shame. Real damn shame. It always made me think of you.”

 I sighed, picking at the crumbs of my cake. “Yeah, I know. You hounded me a lot to stay home around then.”

 “Well, you were always out.”

 “I know. I was a rotten teenager, and I’m sorry about that.”

 No words would ever describe how sorry I felt for putting her through that. They were dark years of mine. I’d been in a hole of depression after my mother took her life away in prison. I spent so much of my time escaping home, seeking…something out there in the streets and never finding it.

 “It was a hard time for all of us,” Granny said, reaching out to me to stroke my hand. “But we made it through. I’m just happy nothing happened to you.”

 I avoided her sweet face at that. She didn’t need to know the amount of times I’d been in dangerous situations. The dumb idiot that I was, thinking I could fight the world with my hate.

 The serious cloud eventually moved on from there, thank God. Not long afterwards she grew tired. I put her to bed when she begged me to sleep in the spare room.

 “It’s too late. The buses won’t be running now,” she complained.

 “The busses stop running at eleven, Gran. I have plenty of time. Don’t worry.”

 “But it’s dangerous.”

 “It’s not.”

 It was, but I knew how to handle myself.

  I left her to sleep and began packing the food she’d put aside for me into my bag. The smell alone was making me hungry all over again. She baked the tastiest foods. Leave it to her to fulfil the role of grandmother to a tee. It was a shame her daughter didn’t follow in her footsteps, but I didn’t want to think of my mother, or the fact she had sucked at baking, and cooking, and pretty much everything in life.

After, I did a quick tidy up of the house. I washed her dishes and tidied every room, hoping tomorrow she’d have a good day resting instead of doing the chores.

 I dreaded going to this blind date she’d organized. I hadn’t been in a relationship in over a year and even that was short lived and highly forgettable. While the loneliness had depressed me in the beginning, I learned not to depend on a man to make me feel good about myself. I especially didn’t have time in my life to worry about making some other guy happy when I could hardly afford a week’s worth of groceries.

 As I was tidying up, I spotted her ancient laptop she’d purchased years ago and turned it on. I couldn’t wait until I got home to jump on mine, so I sat down in front of the kitchen table and decided to look up the doctor. The practice he worked for popped up immediately and I got to see a face shot of him on his profile page. He did look young with thick black hair and a long face. He was an attractive man, and I admit I felt less apprehensive about meeting him.

 I was about to close the computer when I stopped midway. Curiosity got the better of me. Despite burying the thoughts, I stupidly decided to feed them with more.

 I felt guilty typing in Marcus Borden’s name. I didn’t even have to write New Raven in the search engine to find he was in the top search results. There were a lot of photos of him and he looked exactly like today’s confrontation: stern, uninviting and emotionless. Even long before he made his fortune, he looked like a street thug; there were leaked photos of him in his early twenties, some without his shirt on. Intricate tattoos covered his once lean upper body, crawling up each arm. He was almost unrecognizable if it weren’t for those piercing eyes. Bastard cleaned up well, though the tatted look wasn’t off putting.

In every social event like a party or New Raven’s charity balls, there was never a woman by his side, but he was dressed to impress, looking sharp and clean in his grey or light blue suits. I bit my lip, picturing the former photos of him merged into these, knowing damn well that beneath these suits was a tatted up body. And a beast.

 There were tons of articles on him too. Of his court cases and accusations against him; all shortly after he’d returned to New Raven mysteriously rich. This was the time he first purchased his club and began venturing out, and mouths ran wild at the level of money he was dropping. I heard the rumours. People said he’d been a troubled youth, in and out of jail, heavy into drugs and in debt with drug lords around our parts, and that he’d lived in a rough neighbourhood for some time.

 The main focus of most articles centred on an old love of his who was found murdered and floating in the New Raven River. It was interesting because nobody accused Borden of committing the horrible crime, but rather sparking a long chain of criminal activity afterwards. They said it was revenge that the two main murder suspects (who happened to be brothers) were found dead, their bodies almost burnt to a crisp a short distance from the river. But they could never surface the evidence that it was him who committed the crime. He had an alibi whenever he needed one. He had the knowledge and powerful league of lawyers when he needed them. He was, like everyone said, untouchable.

 I spent a long time suddenly questioning my boldness today.

 And kissing such a vile man.

 And getting horny by it too.

 Ughhhhhhhhhh.

 My stomach churned in guilt. Granny would kill me if she knew.

 After I finished, I cleared the history in case Granny was technologically savvy enough to see what I looked up; that woman never surprised me. Then I headed out the door and walked three blocks to the nearest bus stop, my hand in my pocket, gripping tight my blade.

 When I got home that night, I looked him up again.

 And again.

 And…(sigh) again.
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Twelve
Emma

The rest of the week was uneventful. Though I had Blythe and Tessa breathing down my neck about Borden’s visit, I remained tight lipped and unwilling to open up. Eventually they gave up, but they were pissy about it. Blythe was more concerned about me being in deep shit, but I assured her it wasn’t like that. Even though it totally was. Goddammit.

Friday rolled around and Granny had passed on the news to meet Joel at the New Raven Square in the north of town. It was no wonder either, of course a doctor like him could afford to live around there. He said he would be in front of the Bistro Bay restaurant, a very upmarket posh place I’d never been to before for obvious reasons.

I wasn’t looking forward to it. I sort of just wanted it done and over with because there was no way I was interested in being in a relationship. Especially when the last week I’d guiltily obsessed about Borden, part of me hoping he’d return to the diner to finish off that kiss.

But yeah, none of that happened.

I struggled finding something to wear. My finest outfit was the black strapless dress I’d worn at the club the weekend before. That might have been too revealing for a first date. I found a casual cap sleeve red dress with a long v neck. It definitely gave me curves in all the right places, which was a difficult thing to achieve lately when I dined on barely anything at all and nothing in my wardrobe hugged my figure the way it used to.

 I straightened my black hair. Without the loose curls, it reached almost elbow length. It was a bit plain looking against my colourless face. I couldn’t afford a decent hair cut so I needed a distraction. I settled with red lipstick. It was bold but I hoped it worked.

 It was just starting to get dark when I reached the New Raven Square. There were shops, restaurants, clubs and gardens all along this strip. I didn’t come down here too often. Everything was way out of my price range. I was definitely pressed for time, and it was made worse when I couldn’t find the place. There were many people roaming the streets, all fashionably dressed in groups or as couples headed in all different directions. Smiling faces everywhere. I felt out of place, like I was a wannabe in a sea of privileged people.

 By the time I found the restaurant, I was late, out of breath and my feet were uncomfortable due to wearing high heels made from Satan’s asshole. I spotted Joel immediately, standing out front with his back against the wall, staring down at his watch with a frown on his face.

 I hoped I didn’t fuck this up already by being late.

 “Hi,” I said as I approached him carefully.

 He glanced up at me and immediately his eyes roamed me up and down for a short moment, like he was checking out the product.

His mouth formed a wide smile. “Emma, right?”

 I nodded, surprised by his high pitched voice that wasn’t all too manly. 

“Yeah, that’s me,” I said.

 Relaxed, he pushed off the wall and moved to me. He wasn’t huge, or anything, but he was tall and very fortunate looking (which helped overlook the voice thing). He moved in for a hug, surprising me with a soft kiss on the cheek. Whoa, that was fast. 

“I’m glad you made it,” he told me softly. “I was worried you wouldn’t. We’re running a bit late because of your tardiness. Let’s go in, shall we?”

 I blinked in surprise at his tardiness remark. “Sure,” I muttered.

 “You look beautiful, by the way.”

 I forced a smile. “Thank you.”

 He lightly rested his hand on my lower back (of which I squirmed away from at least a dozen times) and led me inside the large two story stone structure. In no time, we were escorted to our table by a gorgeous hostess. The entire way there, I gawked at the place. It was so big and bright, the tables and chairs plush and luxurious. I’d never dined in a place so richly set up before. There were tall glass windows that put my diner to shame, crystal chandeliers dangling overhead, and a long winding staircase to the second floor dining area.

We made little chat at the table as the waitress dressed in a green, body hugging uniform gave us our menus. She was immaculate looking, without a hair out of place, just like all the others. Whoever hired them was very picky, I decided. 

 “Did you make these reservations a while ago?” I then asked, opening up the menu. “I can’t imagine a place like this making a booking unless it was way in advance.”

 “Actually, I paid for the privilege,” he responded. “I put myself on the waiting list in case of cancellations. There was one three days ago and I paid a little extra for it.”

 Oh jeez, talk about impressing a woman. 

 “I’m not sure I want to know how much you would have had to pay then. Judging by the price of these meals too, I’m a little speechless.”

 “Relax,” he soothingly said on a wink that made it to both eyes. “You pick whatever grabs you, Emma. I’m more than happy to spend a fortune if it means being around someone as beautiful as you.”

 I should have blushed but…no, I didn’t. Truth was, I was wary. How many men had tried to smooth talk me before, and how many of them did it with a single mission to get in between my legs?

We waited a while for our meals, and I tried my hardest to stare dreamily into the eyes of the man that clearly had the ability to sweep a woman off her feet, but I didn’t feel anything inside of me. No butterflies, no warmth, no curiosity. Instead, it was that stretch of awkward silence you sometimes get trapped in, like when you make a mistake by opening the door to a religious person, or a salesman, and you have no choice but to endure ten minutes of awkward chatting and you pretend to give a shit before finding an excuse to escape into your house and cringe like a motherfucker. 

Yeah, it was like that.

When our meals finally did arrive, I tried to suppress my desire to hump the table and binge my face off at the seafood special I’d ordered. Holy fuck, I hadn’t had oysters in over a year, or scallops in even longer than that! This was a meal I had to savour every smell and taste of because at this rate, going out to dinner with Joel was going to be a one-time thing.

 “Your grandmother was telling me you were studying business at one point,” he then said, working his way into a conversation.

 I nodded. “I settled for my bookkeeping diploma in the end. Took me two years because of the expenses. Having an education is beyond expensive nowadays. And there aren’t many jobs around here anymore, so I’m currently stuck at my waitressing job, which is actually great.”

 “New Raven has certainly picked up. I think it’ll be a while before the jobs start catching up to the people. You know, I could see you working someplace like this. Think of the tips.”

 I almost laughed. “Oh yeah? I think I live too far at the moment. But it would be pretty cool.”

 More silence. 

His eyes were pinned to my face, and it was a little disconcerting to be stared at so blatantly. Yet, despite this, I felt like there was another pair of eyes on me. I glanced around the restaurant, convinced I was being overly paranoid to think those eyes belonged to a man I was admittedly spending my time online reading about.

 Too much time.

 Like, too much.

 “So how was my grandmother anyhow?” I asked, focusing back to Joel. “I hope she didn’t force this on you.”

 He laughed lightly and shook his head. “No, she didn’t force it on me. She showed me a photo of you and I couldn’t say no. I’ll admit she’s a very intense woman, isn’t she?”

 “Intense would be one of the defining qualities of my grandmother,” I agreed, chuckling.

 We spoke for a while longer. He told me he’d applied for two jobs, one as a prison doctor and the other at the clinic Granny went to. Of course, he got the latter job, which he wasn’t entirely satisfied with.

 “The New Raven Prison is pretty infamous for its violent prisoners, so I wouldn’t be too upset about missing out on that,” I consoled him.

 He shrugged. “Yeah, but the experience would have been great. You know, you can drive right up to it if you wanted to. Middle of nowhere, that place. Did you hear about the man that escaped there once four years ago?”

 “No. I didn’t realize there was a successful escape.”

 “Well, it wasn’t successful,” he heartily explained. “They found him ten kilometres out. He died of dehydration, and the only reason they found him was because of all the crows circling overhead. They’d eaten almost all of him up and could only identify him with a few body parts, like fingers and such.”

 I shuddered in disgust. “That… sucks for him.”

 “I should take you there one day.”

 Wryly, I raised a brow. “A tour around a prison?”

 “It’s very fortified and impressive if you’re into the architectural side of things. I’ve been there five times and it never gets old. I especially like to drive around the area the man was found. There’s something very eerie and alluring about being around a place you know someone’s died in. Like being one with nature.”

 Um.

 Well… this was a weird thing to talk about, and it was a little creepy how excited he was about it. My non-attraction levels took an even bigger nose dive, especially when I spotted the twinkle in his eye about visiting it. Things had been going kind of bearably well too. Now I was dining with a doctor that had a weird prison fetish and sounded like he’d inhaled ten helium balloons. Could those eyes shine any brighter?

 A waitress appeared once more, asking how we were doing. Joel requested another refill of his wine and she left. I stared down at my food, hoping he’d find something else to talk about.

 “There are others who’ve died at the prison, too,” he carried on, squandering my hopes. “Some in the cells, but they don’t allow visitors inside there, unfortunately.”

 What the fuck? “Shame.”

 “Yeah.”

 Silence.

 I ran a hand through my hair and glanced around the restaurant again, feeling glummer by the minute. There would be no salvaging this. I was going to die a spinster with cobwebs feasting on my vagina, I just knew it. 

Then the waitress returned and leaned over the table to fill his glass. I didn’t catch it properly from the corner of my eye, but I heard a gasp escape out of her, and by the time I looked, the wine glass had already tipped from near the edge of the table and spilled over Joel’s clothes. He hissed, as though he’d been burned by boiling water, and immediately backed his chair up.

 “Are you fucking serious?” he growled out, abruptly jumping to his feet, dabbing at the wine on his dress shirt with his hands.

 “Oh, my God, I’m so sorry,” the waitress apologized, looking horrified as she immediately set the bottle down and grabbed at his napkin. “I’m so sorry!”

 “Sorry? That’s what you have to say? How fucking hard is it to pour a glass of wine, woman? Do you have two left feet? This is ridiculous!”

 When she neared him to help him dry it off, he snarled at her and snatched the napkin from her hand. Once again, he overlooked her apologies and went on with his tirade.

 “Do you know how expensive this shirt is? Or these pants? Have you the faintest fucking clue? I’m not made of money!”

 The waitress shrunk back, her slender frame shuddering at his sudden rage. I was bewildered for a moment, glancing between them with a deer in the headlights look before I eventually shook it off. 

 “It’s fine,” I immediately told her with a soft look before glaring back at Joel. “It was a mistake, Joel –”

 “I understand it was a mistake,” he interrupted sharply, practically spitting out the words as he dried himself off with that angry look on his face. “But it was an expensive mistake. I want to speak to the owner, right now. Or a manager. Or somebody that’s in charge of you.”

 The waitress hesitated. “He won’t… he won’t like it if I bother him.”

 Joel gave her an icy look. “I don’t care if he won’t like it. I’m the customer. I’m the one paying for this meal. It’s not my problem if you’re bothering him. Just get him.”

 She turned away and hurried out of view, leaving me shocked by this man’s absurd overreaction. He took his seat, cursing quietly under his breath as he threw the napkin down on the table.

 “I’m not being unreasonable,” he told me, catching my irritation. “But everything in life costs money, Emma. She shouldn’t get away with something like this all because she made a mistake.”

 I raised a brow. “What are you expecting to happen right now?”

 “I expect to be compensated. I expect not to have to pay for this meal, either. I expect she’ll be dealt with accordingly.”

 “And how do you think she should be dealt with?”

 “I’d fire her if she were my employee.”

 My mouth dropped but I refrained from using colourful language. Truth was, I was outraged, probably more so than him, and it wasn’t about the damn wine spilling on his fucking stupid, ugly suit, either. It was knowing what it was like to be on the receiving end of bastards like him. I’d had a few run-ins with shitty customers trying to make me feel little and pathetic, but this… this was just despicable. I was tempted to shove my plate aside and leave Dr Obsessed-With-Death behind, but I didn’t want the waitress fired, and I’d vouch for her if I had to when the owner arrived.

 It was the sudden silence that tore me out of my angry thoughts. Then, footsteps could be heard, growing louder and closer as the seconds passed. I saw the waitress first, slinking feet behind a suited man that had his hands in his pockets as he strode to us. Everything about him screamed strength and confidence and familiarity too. I swallowed hard as my eyes looked up that marvellously hard body and into the solemn face of Borden.

 Fuck. Fuck. Would I ever escape this man?

 He didn’t even acknowledge me as he stopped at the table, his gaze focused on Joel.

 “What’s the problem?” he demanded, cutting straight to the point.

 Joel’s eyes had widened at the sight of Borden. He was just as surprised as me. We were probably thinking the same thing. Since when did Borden own this restaurant on top of all the other places he had?

 “There’s no problem,” I suddenly said, drawing his attention for a quick moment.

 “I’m not talking to you, doll,” Borden replied, pointing to Joel. “I’m talking to the doctor here.”

 Joel straightened himself and motioned to the waitress and then to his red stained shirt. “There was an incident.”

 Borden’s eyes didn’t travel to his shirt. He kept them firmly directed to Joel’s face instead as he gritted out, “Explain.”

 “She spilled wine on me, some of it’s on my food, too.”

 “So what do you want?”

 Joel paused, clearly taken aback by the question. It was fairly obvious what he wanted, but I supposed he hadn’t anticipated actually having to say it. “I’d like some compensation, at least. It was a four hundred dollar shirt, Mr Borden.”

 My breath had thinned at the exchange of words. Everything felt tense and unsteady, like we were balancing on a thread and a single snap would send us into peril. Borden was indecipherable, his gaze rock hard in place, while Joel tried his best to appear as assertive and cool as possible. He was failing. I could see the beads of sweat begin to form at his temple, and what was made worse was we had the attention of the entire restaurant. Faces were turned in our direction, silently observing a man pretty much asking Borden to hand him four hundred fucking dollars.

 Borden stared at Joel for several moments. Then, he pulled out a wallet from his pocket and opened it. My mouth dropped again in shock as Borden slowly produced one hundred dollar bill after the other, all the while levelling Joel with a stare that reminded me of how intimidating he was at the club and diner. He was scary. Fuck, he could possibly be the scariest man ever to grace my life. So why the fuck did my insides warm at that? Why did fear suddenly feel so arousing?

 Joel relaxed in his seat, his mouth perking up just a tad as he watched the four bills leave Borden’s wallet. But Borden didn’t hand the money over. Instead, he tore his eyes from Joel and glanced back at the waitress standing behind him. He motioned her over, and she hesitantly obeyed. Wrapping an arm around her shoulder, he brought her to his side and slowly shoved the four hundred dollar bills down her top, nestling them into her bra.

 “Go,” he then demanded.

 With wide eyes, she turned away and hurried to the back of the restaurant. Borden turned back to Joel.

 “Now let’s take care of that problem of yours,” he told him.

 I nearly jumped as Hawke suddenly emerged from behind Joel. I’d been so consumed in Borden, I hadn’t realized we were surrounded by Borden’s men. Hawke took him by the arm and shoved him up to his feet, forcing him steady. Not a second went by before his suit jacket was violently pulled off and the buttons of Joel’s shirt went flying. It took Hawke seconds before it was completely off of him and thrown languidly on the floor by his feet.

 “There,” Borden muttered, tilting his head at the piece of fabric. “No shirt, no problem.”

 Joel’s eyes were wide as saucers. “But…she spilled wine on me! This wasn’t my fault!”

“She spilled wine on you and in return you treated her like shit,” Borden snapped back, his nostrils flaring. “She’s my employee, an asset to my business, and you walked all over that asset. Therefore, you walked all over me.”

Joel’s face reddened as he stood there for several moments, in nothing but his suit pants and undershirt on. He caught the look of all the diners around us, and that face grew redder.

“Joel,” I whispered to him urgently, leaning over the table, “just apologize.”

“Apologize?” he repeated in shock. “I didn’t do anything! This man’s the lunatic!”

 I winced and shut my eyes. Dear God, what the hell had he done? Was he looking for a death wish?

 “Lunatic?” Borden repeated carefully.

 Joel didn’t reply. I could see it was beginning to dawn on him just how much he had fucked up. He glanced around the men again, this time looking more scared by the minute.

 “I’m a lunatic, is that what you’re saying?” Borden asked, those eyes burning holes through the man.

 “We should go now,” I told Joel just then. 

 “I agree,” Borden cut in coolly. “Here, let me help you.”

 He went to him and abruptly grabbed Joel by the shirt, shoving him back against the table. Our glasses tipped and spilled over our food. Even though Joel was near Borden’s height, he didn’t have his mass. Fear shone in Joel’s face, and I knew there would be no way to get out of this without Borden getting his way.

 “A man dines in my restaurant, eats my food, insults my waitress, and has the audacity to call me a lunatic,” Borden stated loudly to everyone at their tables.

 I stood up, helplessly watching the situation unfold in stunned silence. Everyone was staring in awe as Borden then dragged him to the entrance of the restaurant gripping the back of his neck. I snapped out of my trance and raced after them, stumbling a bit in my heels along the way.

 By the time they were outside, Borden threw Joel effortlessly onto the pavement. He landed with a big thud on his side, grunting in pain as his flesh scraped against the sidewalk. But instead of leaving him, Borden approached him again.

 “Stop,” I yelled hysterically. “No more! We’re going!”

 Borden ignored me and threw his suit jacket off. He began rolling up the sleeves of his dress shirt, staring gravely at Joel. “You call me a lunatic and I’ll show you what a lunatic is,” he said, raising his voice no further than usual. 

 He bent down, grabbed Joel and stood him back on his feet. The doctor was too dazed to know what was going on.

 “Call me a lunatic again. Go on.”

 Joel shook his head pleadingly. “I didn’t mean –” 

 Borden interrupted him with a punch across the face. Blood flowed freely out of Joel’s nose as he fell back.

 “Call me a lunatic again,” he repeated through clenched teeth, standing over his mangled body, looking deceptively calm. “Go on.”

 He went to grab at him again, and all at once my anger swept me out of my stiff stance. I ran to him and grabbed his shoulder, screaming into his ear.

 “Just leave him alone. Let go of him!” I screamed, looking up at the passerbys as they slowed. “Someone, stop him! Help!”

 Nobody would help. 

 Without caring who he was, I frantically grabbed at his arm and stood between him and Joel. Borden went to move past me, but I forced myself in his way, pleading for him to stop.

 Joel’s face was a bloody mess after just one punch and Borden would be going for another blow. I couldn’t allow that to happen.

 “Leave him alone,” I told him, and without thinking, I grabbed his face with both my hands, trying to turn it to me.

 “Look at me!” I said angrily, moving my face so that I was only a few inches away from his. He’d have no choice but to look at me now. 

 Borden’s blue eyes flickered for a moment to mine, then to Joel on the ground, and then to mine again.

 “Look at me. Borden.”

 He was clearly not expecting this. His wild eyes looked over my face for a long moment and he shook his head a bit, as if he was being roused from a dream. 

 “Look at me.”

 His face relaxed a little.

 “Leave him alone,” I said, maintaining full eye contact so that he wouldn’t fly off the handle again. “Leave him alone, Borden. He was an asshole, I know. He was being horrible and the waitress didn’t deserve that, but it’s done now. Just leave him alone. Hell, let’s talk about it. Just you and me. We’ll sort it out. I-I can talk for him and we’ll sort it out but just… don’t hurt him. Okay? You’ve done enough.”

 He didn’t move for what felt like an eternity. His gaze travelled to my mouth, lingering there for several seconds. Abruptly, he turned away from Joel and I brought my hands down now that I had his full attention. His eyes never strayed from mine and it took everything in me not to look away. He was so fucking intimidating, it was unnatural. If I’d had a shred of rationality left, I’d have been shaking in my heels.

 I startled when his hand rose up to my face. I suppressed a shiver and felt his fingers briefly moving along my jawline and over my bottom lip. That puzzled expression from before on his face. Then he dropped his hand down.

 “Be at my table in five minutes,” he told me.

 He turned away from me and casually picked up his suit jacket from off the ground. He headed back into the restaurant without so much a glance in my direction, his body relaxed and unaffected. I looked around and saw at least a few dozen people crowding the pavement around us, gawking at me with bewildered expressions. Yeah, they were probably wondering the same thing I was: what the fuck was that all about?

 Turning back to Joel, I gingerly went down to my knees and used parts of my dress to wipe his face clean. A basket of napkins from the restaurant was placed beside us. I looked up at another waitress who appeared deeply disturbed by the bloody mess.

 “Thank you,” I said, faintly.

 “I can call an ambulance if you want,” she offered. 

 “Do you want to go to the hospital?” I asked Joel. “Can you hear me? Should I take you to the emergency room?”

 “No,” Joel managed out, barely opening his eyes. “Home. Take me home.”

 Before I could respond, shadows fell over us. I looked up at two men – one of them Hawke – and watched as they bent down and grabbed Joel off the ground.

 “What are you doing?” I asked. “Put him down!”

 “We’ll be taking care of him from here on out,” Hawke snapped. “You get inside.”

 “Will he be okay?”

 They didn’t answer. I watched as they lifted him up on his feet and steered him away. Joel’s head was down in defeat, his body limp and barely moving.

“You really need to go,” the waitress told me solemnly. “Mr. Borden doesn’t like to wait.”

She returned to the restaurant and I just shook my head at myself. What happened to my quiet uninterrupted life? I felt like it was a different reality ago. 

I turned my attention back to the entrance of the restaurant where a lunatic was waiting for me inside.

 Joel’s creepy prison conversation suddenly didn’t seem so bad.
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Thirteen
Emma

I felt absolute dread as the waitress from outside led me to his table in a discreet area on the second level. I was made to wait a short distance away from where Borden was already seated. He was looking casually down at his cell phone as he chatted with a man across the table from him. He seemed so unaffected. Did he not care that he just punched a man and made a huge scene?

 I understood that Joel probably deserved to be treated like shit for what he did, but to be stripped of his shirt and punched for it? That was too much. A simple, “get the fuck out of my restaurant” would have sufficed.

 The man Borden was dining with seemed to be doing most of the talking, and Borden responded in short sentences that I could barely hear.

 “This would benefit you very much, Mr Borden,” he adamantly said.

 “I disagree.”

 “You would make a lot of money.”

 “I already have money.”

 “You can never have enough.”

 “I disagree.”

 “Well then what can I do to convince you to invest?”

 “If I haven’t been convinced by now, it’s unlikely you can do anything.”

After several minutes, the man then stood up, throwing his napkin on the table out of frustration and left. Not even seconds passed before a waitress came around and quickly cleared up the table, and it was then she motioned me over.

 The eyes of almost every person in the room were latched onto me on my way to his table. Borden, who hadn’t looked once at the man he dined with just minutes prior, suddenly looked up at me, and every head in our vicinity turned away in a blink of an eye. Just like the diner, his power was thick in the air. I felt this ominous feeling of helplessness as I grew nearer to him.

 I tried my best not to tremble when I took a seat.

 “Your food’s being re-cooked,” he stated, all casual-like.

 “I’m not hungry,” I replied calmly, now avoiding his eyes. I kept mine pinned on the napkin on the table in front of me.

 I heard him shift around in his chair. “You barely ate your food. You’re poor. You’re thin. You’re obviously hungry.”

 “After your outdoor display, that’s sort of the last thing I am.”

 “My outdoor display wasn’t as atrocious as it could have been had you not stopped me.”

 I glimpsed at him, sharply replying, “Joel didn’t deserve to be punched like that, Mr Borden.”

 “He disrespected my employee and called me a lunatic in my restaurant within earshot of my diners. Nobody gets away with that. I have a reputation to maintain, Emma. If I let little things like that pass, it’ll create a snowball effect. Shit gets ugly fast. That’s just the way it works, doll.”

 “Besides,” he added, with a flicker of disgust on his face, “that doctor has quite a few alarming secrets. Fetishes that are… difficult to swallow, to put it mildly. You should be thanking me for ridding you of a weirdo. Wouldn’t want to find your shoes on the side of a highway anytime soon, right?”

 While that was disturbing, after my talk with Joel I wasn’t all that surprised.

 “How do you know that?” I wondered aloud, studying him closely.

 He paused. “Because I wanted to know that.”

 My brows came together in thought. “But did you already know? Or…” Or did you find out I was going to go to fucking dinner with the guy and had him checked out?

 He seemed to understand my question, and he chose to respond with a small smirk that could have meant a million different things.

 “Okay,” I whispered to myself, looking away and back to the napkin that didn’t glare or intimidate or, more importantly, entice me.

Silence filled the space between us for a few minutes. I kept thinking about how much I wanted to get out of here and be home. I would never be on this side of town again. Hell, I doubted I’d leave my unit for the next six months besides going to work.

 A fresh plate of my order was placed in front of me, freshly cooked and smelling divine. I snuck another glance at Borden and then quickly down at my plate. He was staring hard at me, studying me with a kind of depth I’d never been subject to. It wasn’t anything like Joel’s creepy stare either. 

No, it was more.

 There was also something in his hands, and another little glimpse showed it was the same plain zippo lighter he’d been toying with before. He circled it in his hands, and I wondered if he smoked. I certainly didn’t smell it on him when he kissed me… and ugh, why did I have to think about that all over again? Imagining that moment when I was near him made me uncomfortable and red. It also made me paranoid enough to think he knew I was thinking it.

 “I wonder the odds of us being in the same restaurant after what happened,” he finally remarked. “Seems a little strange to me.”

 It was strange, but now I looked at him suspiciously.

 “Where else am I going to find you next?” he asked. “The place I have breakfast? At my work? I’d rather you tell me now to avoid future surprises.”

 I raised a brow in my confusion. “What are you talking about?”

 “I wonder if you’re something other than a waitress. What do you say to that?”

 Oh, hell. He thought I was a cop? “I’d say you’re very paranoid. Again.”

 He shifted again in his seat, and a small chuckle sounded out of his throat. I couldn’t help another glimpse in his direction. His ocean blue eyes were still fixed on me, and he looked amused, and that amusement made him look deceptively friendly.

He had remarkable genes in the looks department. It was such a shame he was a psycho. I had to remind myself of that over and over again. I wondered what happened to that man in those old photos of him. What changed him into this scary guy in front of me now?

 I shook my head, trying to stifle my irritation. “If I was some cop, by the way, why the hell would I be a waitress working on the other side of town in a shop you don’t even own? Doesn’t make any sense whatsoever.”

 “I’ve seen it before. Sexy women approach me all the time, carrying a wire, trying to get me to talk–”

 “Do you want to search me? I’m wearing nothing but this pathetically small dress of which I can assure you has no empty space to accommodate a wire.”

 “Are you giving me permission?”

 I willed myself to look at him sternly now. It was important he knew I took offense to this pathetic paranoia of his. But when I saw the wicked gleam in his eyes and the smirk at the corners of his mouth, I was nothing short of infuriated.

 He was toying with me.

 Of course I wasn’t a cop.

 Of course I wasn’t carrying a wire and following him around.

 He wasn’t just scary now, he was also a complete asshole.

 “Is there a particular reason you wanted me at your table, Mr Borden, or am I just your entertainment for this evening?” I asked curtly.

 He leaned forward, his large frame taking up my entire vision as his large hands clasped together. His face was halfway over the table and he drank me in with that stare as if he’d been deprived of the sight of me.

 In a low voice, he huskily said, “If you were my entertainment for tonight, you’d be limping out of here – and it wouldn’t be from the kind of beating you’re thinking of.”

 My breath thinned at his statement said in such a blasé way, and my cheeks heated, and not out of flattery, but out of shock! While a tiny, itty bitty, unnoticed and uncaring part of me wondered what these activities consisted of exactly, I focused on my outrage.

 I leaned forward too, enjoying the adrenaline from the anger he’d incited in me. Quietly, I retorted, “I would never be a willing participant in what you find entertaining, Mr Borden.”

 His smirk intensified as he eyed my lips. “We’ll see, Miss Warne.”

 Was that a challenge? 

“No we won’t,” I bit back. “We agreed to part ways, remember?”

 “I remember everything we agreed to, doll.”

 “Nothing changes, right?”

 He tilted his head to the side, scanning my face as if he was trying to figure something out. I was too busy trying to control the nerves from turning me into a walking earthquake. I’d already dug my nails way too deep into my skin fisting them beneath the table to stop from shaking.

 “You’ve always been hard, haven’t you?” he asked, out of nowhere. “From a kid ‘til now, you’ve got thick skin. I like that about you. Makes you worth having around.”

 I blinked in surprise. “If it’s brought me back to your table, I don’t see how that’s a good thing.”

 He chuckled again. “I’m not going to hurt you, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

 “Just going to threaten me?”

 “Why would I threaten you when you’re so good at slapping me for it? That was certainly a first for me, Miss Warne.”

 I fought the smile on my face and looked away, gripping the napkin now. I wanted to take that opportunity and ask him why he kissed me for doing it, but then that would mean acknowledging I kissed the cocky asshole in the first place.

 He had a ghost of a smile on his lips. “Why won’t you look at me?”

 “You’re intimidating.”

 “Certainly doesn’t stop you from talking back at me.”

 “That’s just years of being defiant.”

 “I like your defiance,” he said even lower, that sex voice returning.

 Enough to turn you on? I wanted to ask.

 “You also like power, don’t you, Mr Borden? And being in control.”

  He shrugged, absentmindedly. “I don’t like it at all, actually.”

 I pinched my brows together. What did he mean by that?

 “What you just did to Joel,” I started, searching his face for any kind of emotion, “you didn’t like doing it? Is that what you’re saying?”

 His eyes settled back to mine, and completely disregarding my question he said, “Why didn’t you talk to the police officer?”

 Where was he going with this?

 “Because,” I muttered.

 “Because what?”

 “Because…” I paused, already getting the gist of what he was saying. “I was scared.”

 “And now that you know I don’t harm women, will you be running off to one?”

 “No.”

 “Why?”

 “Because I’m… still frightened of you.”

 He nodded. “Right. Once that fear gets under your skin and settles inside your bones, it’s not something you can switch off overnight. You learned the fear from rumours spread throughout the city, but you experienced it the night you found my men thrashing a man that owed me money around. I own you now.”

 My jaw dropped and I looked perplexedly at him. “You own me?”

 “Yes. It’s how I control everyone. It’s the reason I’m at the top. You’ll do whatever I say because of your fear.”

 “And is that what’s happening? Are you going to make me do something I don’t want to do?” Fuck, did he want my body? This could be why he was doing all of this, I realized.

 He frowned, irritated. “I don’t fuck women forcefully, if that’s what you’re referring to. I don’t need to, either. I have enough throwing themselves at me, and a body is just a body at the end of the day. Sorry to disappoint.”

 My shoulders slumped in relief, but I still glared at his egotistical remark. “I’m not disappointed, Mr Borden.”

 “Of course you are. After your display in your boss’s office, I’m inclined to think you’d do anything for more.”

 “I’m not the one that kissed you first, Mr Borden.”

 “But you certainly didn’t stop it either, did you?” Another smirk.

 I seethed. “I had no choice, and I certainly didn’t want it.”

  “Don’t lie. A part of you is curious about me, alley cat. A part of you wants to know.”

 “Know what?”

 “What it’s like to be fucked by me. Because if one kiss feels that good, imagine the rest. I’m still surprised by how fast you melted into me, like butter. Sweet, melted butter. Fucking tasty, if I’m being honest.”

 Jesus, he was good.

 He was killing me.

 My whole body heated in embarrassment. It took everything in me to mutter out unconvincingly, “I’m not curious to know what you’re like at all, and I think you’ve read a little too much into it.”

 That was a lie.

 A blatant fucking lie, and he knew it too. I felt like an open book. It was impossible for him to know how many hours I’d wasted the past few nights looking him up, reading through those rumours, staring at pictures of him and those lips, trying to figure out the mystery that was Marcus Borden. Yet here, right now, it was like he knew it all.

 And did he? I suddenly worried how he might have gotten this information, or if he was simply capable of reading me meticulously.

 One second I’d been too scared to make eye contact with him, and now I couldn’t turn away from those blue irises if I tried. He drank me in with a captivating look, one that was trying to scratch beneath the surface of my being. Why was my mind and body suddenly roaring with both indifference and interest for the man? It was so easy to rationalize how insane he was when I was alone, but here, with him so close to me, he was so magnetizing. I felt lured in, probably like all the helpless women before me, vulnerable and ready to explore him.

 “You’re enamoured by me,” he stated slowly. “I can see it in your eyes. You lust for something new, different. Maybe I’m the same.”

 I swallowed, unwilling to acknowledge his statement. “Why am I here, Mr Borden? Just cut to the chase.”

 “You’re different,” he quietly remarked.

 “Different how?”

 “Just… different. I see colours when I’m around you.”

 Colours. What did that mean?

 My chest tightened at the fleeting shadow of sadness lurking beneath the surface of him. Something wasn’t right. The cocky, arrogant man from two seconds ago had disappeared, and I wanted to speak to this man in front of me now before he bottled it up again. I opened my mouth to respond when his phone rang. Snapping out of whatever bubble we allowed ourselves in, he sighed and pressed a button on the screen of his phone and put it to his ear.

 “What?” he demanded.

 He listened intently, and I could already feel the shift in the air. He was pulling away, back to the man from before.

 “I’ll be on my way in a few minutes,” he said before hanging up and looking back at me. “I’m just going to cut to the chase in our job interview, Miss Warne.”

I froze, my breath knocked out of me. Job interview? “What? What are you talking about?”

“I like you, and I think you would be a wonderful asset to my business. Thank you for expressing interest –”

“I didn’t express shit. I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about right now.”

He stared at me evenly. “You’re a bookkeeper by trade, are you not?”

I didn’t respond. I was too lost to understand.

“My club is in need of one as soon as possible, and the job is yours. You’ll be working alongside me –”

“No,” I cut in, catching up to his words in my shock. “I won’t be taking any position with you. I don’t even know what you’re talking about!”

He tucked his phone into his pocket and leaned back in his chair. “It’s a good paying job, more than what you’re making at the place you’re at currently. You should be thanking me right now. It’s not often I like someone enough to hire them on the spot.”

“I don’t want to be hired. I’m happy where I am.”

“You’re happy to live in poverty? Somehow I find that unlikely, and anyways it’s done. You’ll be taking the position, or you’ll end up unemployed, which I know you don’t want to be. That would mean crawling back to your grandmother’s little house, putting stress on that poor fragile thing after she thought you were handling yourself so well on your own. It’d be a shame, wouldn’t it?”

My heart nearly stopped. “You’ve been combing through my life.”

“Every inch of it.”

“Why?”

“Because I can.”

I paused, trying to understand this man. “Why me?”

“You already know why.”

You’re different. He’d said.

We stared at each other for several moments, neither of us unwilling to look away first. What started out as anger had now weaned to me curiously exploring his unnaturally attractive face, wondering exactly what thoughts inhabited his crazy mind to justify doing this to me.

“You’re deluded,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not working for you, no matter what you say, Mr Borden.”

“Oh, come on,” he whispered to me, the corner of his mouth lifting. “Think of the fun we’ll have.”

I felt a hot thrill shoot down my belly, and my sex tightened. Fuck, he was getting to me. I couldn’t work alongside him. That was madness, and very unhealthy for Horny Emma, who was already trying to do a jail-break from the cage I’d locked her in.

“You said you didn’t want me anywhere near your establishments,” I reminded him.

He leaned forward, licking his bottom lip as he stared at my mouth. “That was before I sucked your tongue.”

My ovaries exploded.

Breathe, breathe, breathe.

Amusement flickered in those eyes as he took in the state of me. Then he rose up to his feet and my body tensed at the movement. He was leaving? Would he take me with him? Would I even say no to this dangerous man?

“Where are you doing?” I asked him, and I sounded like a needy moron.

He smirked at me. “As much as I enjoy your company, I have some business to get around to. Enjoy your plate, alley cat. I added extra scallops for you.”

 I let out an unsteady breath, hating the disappointment I felt, both for him leaving me and in myself for humanizing the asshole.

He has just forcefully hired you, Emma!

I felt ashamed in that moment for the satisfaction that emerged at the thought of him liking me enough to hire me.

What the fuck was wrong with me? How could I be feeling two opposing emotions at the same bloody time?

I expected him to just leave, and I was desperate for him to so I could calm down and clear my thoughts. But he just stood there for several more seconds. I managed to look at him, shaking in my confusion, and yet feeling a thrill I couldn’t pinpoint. With eyes focused on mine, he put his hand into his pocket and pulled something out. I was too busy looking at him to know what it was, until the cool object touched my chest, and I jumped, going still at the familiar feel of my switchblade.

I didn’t move as he sensually trailed it in between my breasts, his tongue caught between his teeth, before securing it in my bra. Then he leaned over and I felt the brush of his thumb on my lips. He stroked it lightly – dotingly – and my breath thinned and my heart raced. He had just effortlessly reduced me to a puddle once again, because that’s the affect he effortlessly had on women, including me: a hard-ass. Once again, I drowned in those eyes that looked far more human than I’d ever witnessed in him before.

 “Red doesn’t suit you,” he quietly stated, his eyes narrowing. “Never put on red lipstick again.”

 Then his hand dropped, and the tension broke as he turned around and walked out of there. I watched him as my body pulsed with a lust I wasn’t familiar with. Head held high, back straight, legs moving fluidly, he confidently walked as if he owned the ground he walked on and…

 Well, shit, he kinda did, didn’t he?

*

I stripped off my clothes in the bathroom and stared at the small mirror over the sink. I violently rubbed the red lipstick off my lips, telling myself that I was trying to remove the touch of him from off of me. Only my body was saying otherwise.

 Don’t you dare feel for that man. That’s sick. It’s wrong. Look what he did to Joel.

 But he’d said he had a goddamn reputation to keep. And that meant what exactly? That it was all for show?

 Plus he said Joel was all kinds of fucked up. Maybe it was a blessing in disguise?

 Now I was just grasping for an excuse.

 I’d tried calling Joel, but I had no luck getting through. It was only on my way home after abandoning my half full plate of food (because I was admittedly hungry as hell and couldn’t help myself) that I got a text from him asking me to stop calling him. When asked if he was alright, he never responded. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but at his curt behaviour I was almost angry enough to demand for a “thank you” at the least for what I did. I knew his injuries would have been so much worse if I hadn’t stopped Borden from giving him another punch, and that was a weird thought to be had. I stopped Borden. Me. How?

He said I was different. What made me different exactly? My stomach twisted in shame when I felt the spike of pleasure run down my spine. Truth was I liked being told I was different, and I hated myself for that too.

 Cocky. 

Arrogant. 

Violent. 

Angry. 

These were the qualities of Borden I had to focus on. Not the way he treated me with… gentleness. Or the way he looked at me… lustfully. Or the fact that he had listened to me, which told me he was indeed penetrable during his rage fits.

Plus he demanded I work for him. Nobody bloody told me what to do, dammit!

 I stepped into the shower stall and made sure the water was scolding hot. I roughly washed my body raw, trying to erase the night off of me – and more importantly, the sick fascination I was developing for Borden. Which was stupid. Washing my outer body was not going to change the way I felt inside. 

When my face tingled at the reminder of what he did, I angrily scrubbed my mouth again in a vain effort to rid the feel of his touch on my lips.
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Fourteen
Borden

Sitting at his desk, Borden flipped through the latest file Hawke had supplied him that morning.

 Full name: Emma Lynne Warne 
              Age: Twenty three 
              Education: Diploma in book keeping. 
 Went to South Central High School. Honour roll student, albeit long history of truancy. 
              Family: No siblings. Grandmother gained custody after – 

 Borden’s eyes widened.

 Mother: Marianne Warne, death by suicide in the women’s penitentiary ten years ago. 
              Father: Gunned down by Marianne Warne sixteen years ago.

 Well, shit, not at all your typical New Raven sob story. Yet the girl didn’t seem damaged in the slightest. She’s a tough cookie. Borden thought.

 He flipped through more pages, content when he discovered her list of boyfriends was embarrassingly short: three known partners, no long term relationship, last relationship ended over a year ago and lasted four months.

No criminal history.

No sexually transmitted diseases.

On birth control since eight years ago. Had the occasional prescription for sleeping pills. Long history of anxiety.

And best of all, no dramas with anybody in her life.

 Well, Emma was squeaky clean. Not a single footprint on a map. A fucking brilliant empty slate. Borden liked that.

 A knock sounded out, and then the door to his office opened without his permission, which meant it was Hawke, the only man Borden trusted with his life. He looked up as Hawke took a seat in front of him.

“He’ll be gone by tomorrow,” he informed him.

 Borden nodded. “Good. Was he difficult?”

 “Not when I informed him of the consequences.”

 “Good.”

 Now that the doctor was out of the picture, he didn’t have to worry about a fourth boyfriend, although he knew the likelihood of that would have been very low anyway. Truth was, that guy was just plain old fucked up. Really seedy scary bastard. His interests were of a very disturbing variety and removing him from the picture of any New Raven woman was a good deed done by Borden.

 “We have to discuss some things,” Hawke then said, capturing his attention. “The bikers aren’t going away anytime soon. Hector wants to see you as soon as possible.”

 Borden sighed and tossed the file back on his table. He leaned back in his chair, images of Emma swarming his mind while he tried to focus on the issue at hand.

 What the fuck was it about her exactly? Her defiance? Her curt behaviour that overshadowed her fear? He couldn’t place it exactly, but she was overwhelming every spare minute of his time.

 “Borden,” Hawke pressed, impatiently.

 “We’ll tell them no, like last time,” Borden muttered on a shrug.

 Hawke frowned. “What if that doesn’t work?”

 “Then shit will get ugly.”

 “We have law breathing down our necks, Borden. If shit gets ugly, they’ll get the wrong idea, and then we’re fucked for something we haven’t even done. Now I’ve been thinking about it, and I really believe that if we promise them the port sometime down the road, when the heat eventually cools, then they may back off –”

 “They’re not using my port to smuggle in their drugs. As a former drug addict, I don’t deal with drugs.”

 “But you’re not technically dealing with the drugs, Borden. They are.”

 “Regardless, the second you let them in once, they’re going to come around non-fucking-stop, demanding more shipments into my port, and that’s when we’ll truly get fucked over, because it’s only a matter of time before the police get on to it. You need to think about the future instead of the now, Hawke.”

 “I am thinking about the future,” Hawke retorted angrily. “It’s you that’s been distracted lately!”

 “I’m not,” Borden denied.

 “You are, and I’m not trying to be a cock block here, but a piece of pussy at a time like this is the last thing we fucking need right now. Now I won’t try and tell you what to do, but I’ll give you some advice. Get yourself an escort, fuck her brains out, and rid your mind of that waitress. Rid yourself of her before she’s taken over your brain.”

 Borden levelled Hawke with a grim stare, and it was then Hawke realized the truth.

 It was too fucking late.

 Hawke shook his head and stood up. “Fine, Borden, but watch yourself. Alright? Watch yourself, and be very careful of who you’re dragging into our circle. The last thing we need is a shit-storm. And think of that, will you? If you’re in danger, so is whoever is close to you. These bikers are going to get aggressive if you don’t even give them the time of day to hear them out, and former addict or not, you’re a businessman. Leave your personal shit at the door.” 

Borden clenched his teeth. He was right.  Borden fucking hated how right he was. He would have followed that advice any other time, but this girl… she was seriously fucking with his head.

 Was she just a curiosity to him?

 Did he need to just have his fill of her before he got bored?

 Yeah, that was probably it. He was just intrigued, and every intrigue he’d ever had diminished with time. This would too. 

It had to.

Or else he was fucked.

Maybe you should just fuck her and get it over with. She wouldn’t fight it. She never fought it before at that nasty ass office.

Borden frowned at the thought. If he took her, she’d probably disappoint him, and then his strange allure would dissipate. No, he needed to savour the girl without actually sticking his dick inside her.

Feeling upset at himself for getting carried away, he put his hand up to stop Hawke from leaving.

“Fine,” he said, “I’ll see the fucking bikers, and we’ll get this little hiccup smoothed over.”

Hawke relaxed his shoulders. “Good choice, boss.”

“But that doesn’t mean I’m going to negotiate shit with them, Hawke. I don’t care about your background, I don’t meddle with bikers.”

Hawke nodded. “I get it, but they could be good allies too. Consider it. You can’t be impenetrable forever, Borden. It’s only a matter of time before someone finds a way through, and by then you need to be ready.”

 “I’m ready,” Borden replied evenly. “You don’t know where I’ve been, or what I’ve seen. I’m ready for anything.”
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Fifteen
Emma

The second I showed up for work Monday morning, I noticed it.

 The unpleasant silence.

 The feeling that something was very wrong.

 I saw it in Blythe’s eyes as she gave me a sad smile. I shot her a face, asking her what was wrong. She pointed to Denny the Dick’s door and mouthed, “You’re in trouble.”

 I didn’t understand. I hadn’t done anything.

 “He’s been going off about you,” Tessa whispered in my ear as I made my way to the back room to hang up my jacket and purse. “Says he wants you to see him when you get here.”

 I simply nodded in return, too tongue-tied to reply. I was confused as ever. I didn’t know what the dick could possibly be pissed off with me about. I’d done nothing wrong. I walked to his office door and knocked, glancing over my shoulder to look at Blythe one last time. She looked worried for me.

 “Come in,” Denny barked from inside.

 I turned away and opened the door. Immediately the smell of dirty socks and old food hit me. He was sitting behind his desk, his stomach practically spilling over it as he rocked back and forth on his computer chair with his fingers entwined over his chest. His beady eyes lapped me up and down, before he leaned forward and clicked his mouse rapidly. Probably shutting off another porno video. Seedy bastard.

 “Take a seat,” he told me, trying his best to step into his boss mode, except he was seriously the most unintimidating man that ever walked this earth. “And as you sit, I want you to look at me, please, Emma, because we are going to be having a very serious conversation.”

 One of the things Denny the Dick loved to do was order us around. It thrilled him to no end. Suppressing my shudders, I stiffly sat down on the grimy chair and looked at him across the desk.

 “So what’s going on?” I asked him. “Everyone’s saying that you’re pissed at me. I don’t understand why.”

 “We’ve received complaints about you,” he answered, his eyes lingering on my boobs before looking back at my face.

 “What sort of complaints? Everyone loves me here.”

 “Well, clearly not everybody, Emma, or else we wouldn’t have received complaints, now, would we?”

 I fought from rolling my eyes. God, he was such a DICK.

 “Okay,” I replied, carefully. “So what are the complaints about?”

 “Well, your false authority over the kitchen for one.”

I froze. “What?”

“You’ve been overworking our staff, making them provide sustenance for you on your breaks in the morning.”

“Pat puts aside a muffin for me every morning because he wants to, not because he’s being forced to by me.”

Denny just shook his head. “Based on the numerous complaints in regards to your nagging for your unpaid muffins, I can’t deny their validity.”

I felt tingles of anger run down my arms and legs. With everything inside of me, I mustered out a calm, “Okay, fine then. I won’t eat a muffin on my morning breaks since it’s suddenly a crime.”

“It’s actually theft, Emma.”

Another grit of my teeth. “Fine, you can dock some of my pay for this week to compensate for your profit loss. Have we settled this now?”

“No. There are more complaints.”

I raised my arms out. “Hit me with some other ones, Denny.”

“The biggest complaint I have received in regards to you is your lack of modesty around here.”

 I blinked in surprise. “My lack of modesty?”

 He nodded grimly. “Your desperate hit up lines have made customers uncomfortable.”

 I froze again. Was this guy high? “My… hit up lines?”

 “I don’t appreciate you trying to pick up the men that are putting money in my pocket, Emma –”

 “I haven’t been trying to pick up anybody here!”

 WHAT THE FUCK?

 Denny just shook his head, like I was rattling nonsense. “I’ve seen it myself. The way you talk to people. John in particular has had enough of your sexual innuendos, telling him vile things like wanting your buns buttered and such–”

 “Are you freaking serious right now?” I cut in, the feelings of anger and shock swirling like a fucking tornado inside of me. “That guy is all over me! And all over Blythe too! Go and ask her.”

 “Jesus Christ, Emma, stop blaming a senile old man for your crimes. And Blythe would never engage promiscuously with an older gentleman. That man couldn’t even get it up if he was in the middle of the biggest model orgy in the world!” Now he appeared outraged by me, as if I was seriously disgusting for suggesting that John had a seedy mind.

 “Now, I can’t afford to drive away any more business than you already have, Emma. We’re walking on eggshells here as it is, and one more explicit sexual advance from you to another one of my poor victimised customers can damage me permanently. I’m afraid I have to let you go, effective immediately.”

 I just blinked at him, stunned into speechlessness. “I… I don’t understand.”

 “You’re fired,” he stated simply. “What’s there not to understand?”

 “I’ve worked here for over two years.”

 “And is it a coincidence that in those two years my profit has declined tremendously?”

 “But you’ve been open for only that time.”

 “Exactly.”

 I shot him another look. “Do you hear yourself?”

 Pretending to appear busy, he began to fiddle with some loose papers on his desk, as if already dismissing me. “I’m sorry for the short notice –”

 “That’s not even short notice! That’s like immediate out of nowhere notice –”

 “I understand your anger, Emma, but what’s done is done. Now if you’ll excuse yourself, I have some very important matters to attend to.”

 “Like what? You do fuck all around here.”

 He tensed and glanced up at me. “Excuse me? I own this business.”

 “Yeah, and you sit behind your desk and jack off all day long while we’ve been busting our asses off out there!” I stood up, my body shaking with adrenaline, and I knew at once what was really going on. “You’re the worst boss I ever worked for, Denny, and you’re a fucking liar too, because I’ve done nothing to deserve this. You’re spineless, so it’s no surprise you’re following Borden’s orders to get rid of me.”

“I’m not taking anybody’s orders –” 

“Are you seriously going to play the denial card?”

“It’s not denial if it isn’t true. Borden has no strings on me.”

Too angry to respond, I flipped him off and stormed out of there, seething on my way to the back room, past the girls and the kitchen. Blythe followed after me, not asking what had happened. They probably all heard our conversation. I felt so humiliated, like maybe they believed in his rubbish. I probably looked like a senile-hungry hussy that thieved muffins out of the kitchen.

 “Are you alright, Emma?” Pat asked me from behind the kitchen counter as he began setting up his station. “I could hear yelling coming from the office.”

 I looked at him. “Did you tell the dick that I’ve been ordering you to give me muffins on my break?”

 He shot me a perplexed look. “Hell no, I didn’t.”

 “Well, that’s what he’s saying.” I turned to Blythe. “And apparently I’m trying to pick up the customers, particularly John, whom I’m pretty much sexually harassing.”

 Blythe’s mouth dropped. “What the fuck?”

 “Exactly!”

 They watched me as I gathered my things again, fighting hard to keep intact my pride by not crumbling and crying on the floor about being jobless all over again.

 “What are you doing?” Blythe asked me.

 “I’m fired,” I answered, my voice breaking. “Which is fine, whatever. I’ll get another job.” In a city where jobs are difficult as fuck to find.

 Pat cursed and Blythe gasped. They told me how unfair that was, how little it made sense. I bit my tongue, refusing to let them know it made perfect sense to me. I opened my wallet to pull out my bus money, shaking in my rage. If Denny was a man, he’d have at least acknowledged the truth, that it was all Borden. He’d never have fired me over these things, anyway. He’d have waited until the damn restaurant burned down before thinking of firing someone. We’d all been together for the two years he’d began operating the business, taking our shit every single day.

 Leaving the diner was like doing the walk of shame. Everyone stopped to stare at me, even the first customers that had just come through the door, like they knew already. I kept my eyes drawn to the ground, blinking back the ache behind my eyes.

 Must not cry. Must not cry.

 I stepped out into the cold air and took in a deep breath.

 For the first time in ever, I didn’t know what to do, where to go, how to salvage my life. So much of me was in this place. It had been my safety net. I barely made it by, sure, but it was better than this: completely jobless, completely broke, with no more than fifteen dollars in my wallet – no, no, it was eleven dollars actually.

 “Fuck!” I cussed.

 I was going to have a complete panic attack, and it didn’t help that in this particular moment the skies decided, “hey, time to shit on your parade some more, Emma” and empty its guts out on me. Great, so now I was jobless, sitting on the curb of the road outside of the diner, getting drenched in rain while I fought back the tears brimming behind my eyes.

 Desperation is a very cruel thing, I realized, as I got all philosophical just then. It made you dangerously aware of the precipice you were hanging off of. Dangling over the edge, staring down into a black hole, while everything inside of you was struggling against the inevitable.

 That’s how it felt like for me.

 Nah, to be more specific, I felt exactly like a failure. Here, I was supposed to be a big girl. I left my grandmother’s house, ready to chase a good job, feeling like an independent little thing, strong-willed against the world, like I was going to take it on with a stormy passion that was unrivalled.

 Ha.

 Hahaha.

 Yeah, right.

 People don’t realize that they’re not always the ones holding themselves back from achieving their dreams, it’s everybody else standing in the way.

 I sighed. 

Time to stop whining about my shortfalls. I had to get up, get moving, and find another job. A job that wasn’t under Borden’s command. That would be disastrous, especially with how out of control I felt around him. That man would enjoy chewing me up and spitting me out. 

I’d be a janitor, if I had to. Hell, I’d strip if I could. Anything to get me out of having to crawl back to my grandmother and beg for money. Not that I’d have to beg, mind you, she’d give me the shirt off her back. But that was the problem. I didn’t want her to.

 And Borden knew it too.

 Shaking off my sadness, I gathered my bag and stood up. I dragged my ass to the nearest bus stop and went home. It was as I neared my apartment building that I noticed a man standing out front. My steps slowed when he looked up at me and acknowledged me with a smile. The man was middle-aged, thick and short, and had the bushiest grey-black moustache I’d ever seen. 

When I made eye contact with him, he raised his hand and gestured me over. I froze, part of me cautious, the other part completely aware he was sent by Borden. Swallowing hard, I hesitantly made my way over.

“What do you want?” I immediately asked.

 Moustache Man smiled, cheerfully. “I’m here to discuss your job role and what Mr Borden expects of you on Wednesday morning.”

“Wednesday?”

“Yes, you have the day off tomorrow to get yourself ready. I’m assigned to be your driver, so you no longer have to worry about public transportation. If you let me into your apartment, I can take out the file here in my bag and underline your responsibilities –”

 “He’ll do this again if I find another job, won’t he?” I interrupted, forlornly.

 He paused and then nodded solemnly. “Yes, Emma, he will.”

“Shit.”

“I know this seems out of the ordinary for you, and frankly, he’s never done this before, so I’m also at a loss. But it’s a good position with very good pay,” he consoled me. “Mr Borden has been very generous.”

“Generous? He’s forcing me to work for him.”

Moustache Man nodded. “Yes, but…at least you’re not on his shit list, Emma, and believe me, that shit list is a dangerous place to be on.” He cringed for a moment before clearing his throat. “Now, how about we go in, or we can walk to a café, anywhere with a bit of privacy so I can be thorough about this.”

“There’s a diner around the corner,” I replied, warily eyeing the bag he was carrying. 

How thorough did one have to be over a simple bookkeeping position?

*

Well, shit.

 Thorough was the understatement of the century. Borden was a fucking Nazi with all his rules. I went through the papers in awe. There were explicit instructions on what I could or couldn’t wear, a list of things I wasn’t allowed to bring into the office, specifically my purse which baffled me.

 “Borden has…a few enemies,” Moustache Man had explained vaguely. “He needs to be careful at all times.”

 “Does he think I’ll smuggle a rocket launcher into my purse or something?” I muttered defensively.

 “Believe it or not, we’ve come across some frankly bizarre situations in the past that make smuggling a rocket launcher into a purse seem genius.”

 Well, okay then.

 “But look, I’ll give him a word about lettings yours in. We haven’t had women in his office before, so perhaps he’ll be more lenient with you.”

 “Right.”

 I signed all the papers I needed to, provided all the vital information, and when it came time to look at my pay, I was in for a surprise.

 “That’s…three times what I make in a week now,” I whispered.

 “Like I said, Mr Borden has been very generous.”

 “For a reason I don’t understand.”

 “Instead of questioning it, how about just embracing it?”

 I frowned. I was the type of person that didn’t settle for anything short of the truth, and just embracing it didn’t work for me.

 “Am I going to see bad things?” I wondered just then. “Is that why I’m being paid so well?”

 “What bad things are you referring to exactly?”

 I looked at him evenly. “Come on, don’t act like that. You know what I’m talking about. Drugs and death and mutilated body parts.”

 Moustache Man laughed…and laughed. “No,” he managed out. “You will not be seeing drugs and death and mutilated body parts. Mr Borden is very professional.”

 Except when he forcefully hires women.

 When all was said and done, I walked with Moustache Man to his black Mercedes parked out front of my apartment building.

 “Those men keep staring at you,” he quietly told me, eyes on the group out front of the entrance doors.

 “They hang there all the time,” I told him on a shrug. “They’re harmless.”

 “They don’t look harmless, Emma.”

 I glanced at them more carefully, all five of them, smoking their cigarettes while studying us carefully.

 “They probably are more concerned about you,” I told him. “Driving around in a brand new Mercedes around here gets heads turning.”

 Moustache Man frowned, and he looked so different from the friendly man two minutes ago. He was a large man, but not particularly threatening to look at, yet the look he now had on was hair raising.

 “I’ll circle the neighbourhood for a little while,” he said. “Just to be sure they’re not up to no good. I can’t have Mr Borden’s girl harmed on my watch.”

 A strange feeling washed over me. Is that what he thought I was?

“I’m not Borden’s girl,” I said, seriously. “I wouldn’t be working for him if I had a choice.”

 He just smiled. “Alright then. I hear you. Now I’ll pick you up at seven in the morning. Try not to be late.”

 He opened the car door and was about to climb in when he stopped and turned back to me.

 “Oh, and Emma,” he added, as if remembering, “when you’re around Mr Borden, never call him by his first name. It’s happened a few times around the workplace and…you’ve seen Mr Borden when he’s angry.”

 Oh, I’ve seen him angry alright.

 “Never call him Marcus,” I replied on a nod. “I can do that.”

 He nodded, glanced back at the men, and climbed back into his car. When he drove off, I turned around and made my way inside.

*

I spent the following two nights reading over the paperwork in case I missed something – like signing my life away. Along with that, I looked him up again online. It’d become somewhat of an addiction, and I was sure I’d exhausted every website on the internet. Deciding on a different avenue, I simultaneously researched his old flame.

 Kate Davenoth.

 She really was a stunner. All long blonde hair and magnificent green eyes and legs that went on for miles. She had that sweetness about her too, these soft eyes and innocent smile. I spent a while trying to picture a girl like him with a hard man like Borden. How did that even happen? Wasn’t he as intimidating back then as he was now?

 I saw a picture of her father. Articles of him and his hate toward Borden before he quit and moved away from the city.

 “He’s the real murderer of my girl,” he’d said once to a journalist. “If he had never returned, she would never have died.”

 For some reason, that chilled me to the bone more than anything else.

 Do not bring him close, Emma.
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Sixteen
Emma

When Wednesday morning arrived, I hurried to get ready. I’d just finished when I heard the expectant knock on my door. It was Moustache Man. I followed him out to the car. We didn’t say anything on the ride to Owls. He took me into the club and dropped me off in front of Borden’s office. I was resigned to the situation, tired after a late night, and uncomfortable in my clothes. I was wearing an incredibly tight pencil skirt, one of a few I owned, with a white silky office shirt I had bought second hand a few years back when I was heavier.

 I didn’t feel right. After wanting a better job for so long, I suddenly wished I was back in my waitress uniform and at the diner with the girls. That was safety, this here was new and different and I didn’t realize until now how unready I was by it.

 One of Borden’s musclemen opened the door and motioned me in.

 I walked into the office and glanced around. It was massive, and it looked incredible, nothing at all like the backroom I’d been in the first time I’d met Borden. Built in bookshelves adorned the walls, and the furnishings were modern and dark. I was about to feel hopeful…until I spotted Borden’s desk and another desk placed right next to his.

 He really meant it in the literal sense when he said I’d be working alongside him. We were going to be side by side.

Shit.

 I frowned on my way to the desk. Bully Borden wasn’t here yet. I pulled back the office chair to what I knew was going to be my desk (it was clear of everything compared to his) and plopped down in front of my work computer. I stared at the blank screen for minutes on end, waiting for my master to show up and give me my orders.

 Just do this, Emma. Do what he wants, play by his rules and wait for him to get sick of you.

 I wasn’t stupid. He was having fun toying with me. I was sure he was going to try and play with my emotions, continue to threaten my future employment and homelessness, and touch me however he liked to prove his dominance. Is that what this all was? Did he just want to own someone and torment them because it fed some kind of sadistic fetish of his?

 Regardless of why he was doing this, Borden wasn’t looking to physically harm me. I was merely his entertainment, one that had talked back at him numerous times and escaped punishment. Surely he’d bore of me fast if I resisted doing all that.

 So fine, I decided. I would play his game. He wasn’t dangerous to me. Maybe to others. But not me.

 The door opened, and I looked up from the blank screen and watched him come in. 

 Stupid bastard. 

 Fucking bully.

 Why did this bully have to look so fucking good, too?

 I glared at him, my villain, dressed in a tailored, pinstriped suit, his hair slicked back, even an expensive looking watch on his wrist. Nothing at all like the simpleton from before. He was moving with something in his mouth. 

Was that… was that a lollipop?

 His eyes met mine and the fucker smirked at me. I didn’t react at all to the smugness in his demeanour as he walked around the desk and sat down in the chair next to me. All my senses were on alert, every hair on my body standing. Would he touch me straight away? Or warm me up first?

 I hated how tight my body felt.

 “How are we doing this morning, doll?” he asked pleasantly.

 “Fine,” I simply answered, already getting flustered by his presence.

 “Good. You’ve got a lot of work ahead of you. I fired my bookkeeper last week and we’re a bit behind.”

 I blinked at him. “You… You already had a bookkeeper?”

 He nodded as he turned on his computer. “Indeed. Sheila was fucking brilliant.”

 I blinked at him again and tried to suppress the rage bubbling to the surface. “So you… you didn’t need a bookkeeper?”

 He looked at me briefly. “I just told you I fucking fired her, so of course I needed a bookkeeper.”

 I bit harshly on my tongue and eyed the pen on his desk. Would I be strong enough to stab him in the neck? Would he even die? More likely he’d get pissed at the gaping hole and be very unimpressed with me.

 “Did you fire her because you wanted to hire me?”

 He pulled the lollipop out of his mouth and circled it in his fingers, watching it spin like a top. “That might be the reason, Lynne.”

 I stiffened. The bastard knew my middle name. Relax, Emma, he’s doing this to piss you off.

 He closely eyed my reaction, that same smug smirk curling his lips.

 “I don’t like your top,” he then said, scanning my body up and down. “It looks like a tent on you, and your skirt’s a little small. I thought I made it clear in my paperwork how important it is that we look presentable here. Time for a shop, yeah?”

 I twitched, blinked, and eyed the pen again.

 “Sure thing,” I said, fighting back the curse words sitting at the back of my throat.

 “Good.”

 I forced a smile before turning to the folders on my desk.

 “Oh, and Lynne,” he then added, a mischievous gleam in his eye as he looked at me, “try not to dribble over me. I think it’s also important you learn to ease your sexual need for me in the office. It’s flattering, but also very unprofessional.”

 My jaw dropped. I could have screamed. My sexual need for him? Oh, I’d show him my sexual need with my heel up his fucking ass.

 “You…you think I’m dribbling over you right now?” I asked in disbelief.

 “Let’s not play the denial card, Lynne. You’re obviously hot and bothered. Maybe you should take care of your needs before arriving to work, just so I don’t have to feel like a piece of meat around you.”

 My face flamed even more, and he watched the colour deepen with another smirk on his face. What a jerk. I hated him. Really, really hated him, and what he did to my senses. My body was a fucking moron because despite how ridiculous he sounded, he was kind of right too.

Instead of showing how outraged I was, I forced his absurd words from my mind and simply clenched out, “Right. I’ll consider that, Mr Borden.”

 “Good. Now let’s get started.”

* 

Moustache Man dropped me off at my apartment door. When I walked inside, I threw my purse on the kitchen counter and angrily swiped everything else off of it. Papers, pens and containers crashed to the tile floor.

 I angrily tore my top off, and the buttons flew from the fabric. I tossed it on the ground and tore my skirt off next. Once it was off, I spent five minutes trying to tear it apart. When it wouldn’t budge, I panted from the workout and threw it somewhere too.

 I hated him. I hated. I hated him.

 I wanted to SCREAM!

 Instead of toying with my emotions as I predicted he would do, he simply told me what needed to be done, showed me how to get started, and then left me alone. Completely left me alone to get it done, and whenever he did talk to me, he spoke professionally without a hint of that sensual Borden from before.

 Talk about a clusterfuck.

 I spent the day dusting off the cobwebs in my head and navigating through programs. It was a good thing I passed my units in class with flying colours because the numbers came naturally to me. Meanwhile the dick sat next to me and made a round of calls about professional matters. When he was finished, he left the club on business errands and didn’t come back until midday right before I was done for the day.

 He’d paced into the office and threw a sandwich on my desk in front of me.

 “The boys said you didn’t have lunch,” he said, taking a seat while flipping through a folder in his hands.

  I peered at him and waited for the punch-line that he never delivered. Did he seriously get me a sandwich because I missed lunch? Or was there some other cruel reason behind this supposed innocent gesture? 

 Maybe it was poisoned. 

 I eyed the sandwich warily, and the smell of ham and cheese wafted into my nostrils. My stomach tightened in hunger. I decided I would wait ten minutes. Ten minutes before I dived in. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of thinking I was going to eat it straight away. I needed to be casual about this and–

 Scratch that. I made it two minutes. 

It was the best sandwich of my life.

 After I finished, I packed away my things and waited for Moustache Man to take me home. While I waited, Borden hadn’t looked at me once. He was too immersed in the black folder in his hands. Seeing him seated there all normal and concentrated and… normal was weird. Very weird.

 “Before you leave, write down your cell phone number for me, doll,” he suddenly ordered.

 “Why?” I asked defensively.

 “Because I said so.”

 Wouldn’t a man like him, in control of everything, already have it? I decided I wouldn’t argue with him, though. Maybe that’s what he wanted. I simply wrote down my number and slid it over his desk in front of him. He picked up the paper and placed it over his opened folder.

 “Not very nice penmanship, Lynne,” he remarked.

 I rolled my eyes and didn’t reply. Whatever, Borden.

 “Is that a three or an eight? I can’t tell from your writing.”

 “Three,” I strained out.

 “Hmm, looks like an eight is all.”

 I exhaled slowly and counted to ten.

 “Maybe you should write more legibly.”

 No reply.

 “Do you agree, Lynne? That you should write more legibly?”

 Oh, I was going to fucking kill him. I looked at him while he was still concentrated on the contents of his folder.

 “I’ll write more legibly if that pleases you, Mr Borden.”

 He didn’t respond, but the corners of his lips just barely twisted up.

 When Moustache Man opened the door and walked in, I jumped out of my seat and hurriedly grabbed my things. I wanted to get the hell out as soon as possible and I made it three steps when his voice rang out.

 “Don’t be so hasty. I expect a good bye before you leave.”

 I stopped mid-step and turned to him. “Good bye, Mr Borden,” I practically spat out.

 Still looking down, he said casually, “Come over here, Lynne.”

 With a heavy sigh, I made my way over to him and stopped beside his desk.

 “A little closer than that, doll.”

 I took another step closer until I was a foot away from his chair. I looked down at his perfect profile and plump lips that had risen again. It was such a shame someone so handsome had to be such an asshole.

 “Now bend over, Lynne, kiss my cheek and tell me good bye.”

 All of me tensed. I gritted my teeth as his order ran through my mind trying to quickly find ways to get out of this. If I got anymore closer to him I feared I’d scratch his eyes out.

 Hush, hush, came the little voice of logic in my head. He wants a reaction. Don’t give him one.

I slowly bent over, and the smell of him immediately assaulted my senses. He smelled… good. Like juniper and lavender and bergamot combined with something spicy. I had to hold my breath because raiding Borden’s scent felt personal somehow.

 The flawless smooth skin of his cheek met my lips briefly. I gave him a quick kiss before backing away. He didn’t flinch at my touch and was still reading. I stood up straight and willed myself to breathe. Nervous tingles ran rampant throughout my body and I had to fight against the urge to wipe my lips of his touch. I didn’t like the way he blurred my senses. 

 “Now you tell me goodbye,” he said.

 With a quavering voice, I replied, “Goodbye.”

 When he didn’t respond, I turned away on wobbly legs and left.

 Put this on repeat the next four days and that was my first week in the bag. I got my first paycheck that Friday and it was triple the amount at my diner job. It was the strangest feeling staring at my bank account balance and seeing a number I’d never thought I’d see. I felt proud, and not just for doing well at my job, but for dealing with Borden. Someone needed to give me a medal.

 If you wanted to discount the demand at the end of the day for me to kiss his cheek (which I couldn’t entirely do), he kept it professional between us. Most mornings he was out of the office, and when he was in, he was making phone calls. Nothing about what he did screamed illegal, everything was ordinary and business related. His reputation as some thug was clearly overdone – that, or he was just damn good at hiding it.

 I kept to myself and didn’t converse with anybody. While the employees were very friendly when they saw me, I refrained from talking and escaped any kind of social situation. I didn’t want to trust anyone. I didn’t want to be friendly, either. The only times I left my office were to go to the bathroom or buy lunch at a luncheon down the block.

 I saw the redheaded woman – Linda was her name – frequently when I left the office and even when I was in it. I learned on her visits to see Borden she was the manager of the club and that surprised me. I initially thought she was keeping Borden’s bed warm, but their conversations were short and business related. And though she stared fondly at him at times she visited the office, he barely glanced in her direction.

 While she never spoke to me directly, her eyes constantly followed me. It wasn’t a glare or anything, but it was thoughtful and I didn’t like the attention.

 That weekend I let Granny in on the news of my new job.

 “Congratulations,” she cried, literally. “Finally some good luck has come your way! You deserve it.”

 Yeah, except luck was called Borden, and I wasn’t sure I deserved the job. It wasn’t as though I had applied for it and had my fingers crossed.

 Still. 

 It was paying my bills. I could afford groceries and my stomach was full. So it didn’t matter how I ended up with the job, the truth was it was worth having. I could endure Borden because, even if he was at times so annoying I wanted to smash his head into an ice block, he was tolerable too.

 And it wasn’t like I was in a room with an ugly ogre either. My shallowness took advantage of his good looks and it eased the annoyance more times than I could count.

 The second week went by.

 Then the third.

 Then the fourth.

 Until the kiss at the end of the day was a robotic gesture that I did without thought or care. And dare I say I stopped holding my breath when my lips touched his cheek because his scent was nice and non-threatening.

 I learned to discern Borden quickly being in that room with him for so many hours in the week. I sensed his moods and knew when he was angry or civil. During his civil moments, he let me have several breaks throughout the day. And during his angry fits, he’d fill up a bowl of pistachios on his desk and eat every single one of them while debating out loud who to fire. He’d trash the room with wrappers and half eaten food. Then he’d bring the poor employee in and intimidate them Borden-style, forcing me to watch.

 I knew he drank water by the gallon and hated coffee. 

 “I can’t stand the smell of that shit,” he’d said once, motioning to the plastic cup of coffee on my desk. “It’s fucking beans, you know that?”

 “Coffee beans, Mr Borden,” I icily replied.

 “Beans are fucking beans, Emma.”

 “Are you going to complain about it every single time I’m in here with my cup of coffee?”

 “If the putrid smell of it reaches my nose, then yeah.” 

 I stopped drinking coffee in the office.

I knew that he was usually happy after a workout because he’d come to the office in the mornings with an extra oomph in his step, freshly showered with his gym bag over his shoulder. On one particular occasion, I’d stepped into the office in the morning ten minutes earlier and found him changing his top behind his desk, from a workout tee to a long sleeved sweater. Just before he’d thrown it on, he turned to me, watching me enter, and his blue eyes looked alive. I’d nearly had a heart attack at how huge he was. Tattoos took up almost every part of his muscular torso. He looked like a goddamn heavyweight boxer.

“See something you like?” was the first thing he cheekily asked.

I glared at him, red-faced and mortified, and hurried to my desk.

“I can change around you more often, if you’d like,” he added, his eyes drilled to the side of my face.

“That wouldn’t be very professional, now would it, Mr Borden?” I icily replied.

He chuckled, and I cringed at how obviously attracted I was to him. Needless to say, that was the last time I showed up early.

I knew that he only wore suits on days he made deals outside the office, and the one other place he frequented most was the port to look over the books. He liked to read the news on his computer. He bought me a sandwich for lunch on the days he was office-bound and never asked me what I wanted because he knew already – and I hated how expectant I’d become of these deliveries from him, or the fact I liked it.

 I knew many things, but the one that got me the most was knowing that even when he was out of the office – no matter how occupied he might be – he would come back even minutes before I was due to leave and sit down at his desk and wait for his goodbye kiss. That he would watch me sometimes when he didn’t think I knew, and his gaze was so penetrating, I thought I could physically feel the heat of it.

 It was a weird feeling knowing I was being watched and pretending I didn’t. Sometimes my heart squeezed and my stomach twisted, but not angrily. It was like a rush shot up in my veins that I was somehow fascinating enough to be observed by someone like him.

 Yes, he was a criminal. Yes, he was a rage case lunatic. Yes, he made my skin crawl when I thought about the rumours that people spoke of him. But being around him was an entirely different thing, I discovered. With the expectant kisses at the end of the day, and his watchful gaze, and the irritating conversations he’d sometimes have with me, the combination of them all solidified my ease in his presence. 

 Marcus Borden no longer frightened me because Marcus Borden liked me.
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Seventeen
Emma

“We have this horribly shitty replacement,” said Blythe on the other end of the phone. “I swear, I want to bitch slap her fifty times a day. I can’t believe Denny the Dick fired you like that all those weeks ago! I wish you’d come back because I’m sure he’d give you back your position with the way things are going and they are not going well.”

 I brought the covers over me as I rested back on the couch. The chill in the air was abominable.

 “I wouldn’t go back if he offered me all the gold in the world. Besides, I really need a better paying job, Blythe,” I told her. “I’m sorry you’re stuck with a useless person.”

 “Yeah, I’d have done the same. How is your job anyway?”

 “Yeah, it’s good. Everyone keeps to themselves.”

 “But what’s it like working for Borden? Isn’t he scary as hell?”

 I smiled reminiscently. “He is beyond scary as hell when he wants to be. But he’s also… normal.” That word was still weird on my tongue. Normal. Nor-mal.

 “How’s his business going?”

 I let out a breath. “Crazy, Blythe. The man makes so much money at Owls alone. I checked out the books for the other businesses, and it’s unbelievable. The man should write a book about turning profit.”

 “Is he at the club a lot?”

 “Yeah, always. That’s where he bases himself. Owls was his first place of business, so I imagine that’s where he feels the most comfortable working.”

 “That’s insane. I can’t believe you’re working for him.”

 “Me neither.”

 She was quiet for a moment, and then she said with great curiosity, “So are you like… comfortable around him?”

 What a weird question to ask.

 “Um, I guess. Why?”

 “Like comfortable enough that you’d ask him for some VIP passes?”

 I rolled my eyes and laughed shortly. “Are you serious right now?”

 “Just ask! That’s all I’m saying. Ask. I hear the VIP area goes crazy at his club, and since you’re all relaxed with him, maybe he’ll let us all in.”

 I tapped a finger against my chin, thinking. “What do you mean ‘us’?”

 “You’re obviously coming with me. I miss you. Don’t say no either. Not happening.”

 Hmm. Could I really go out after the last disastrous incident, at the same club to boot?

 But I felt fine at the idea. Maybe it was because I knew the club inside and out. I knew the people, knew Borden – which was the most important thing of all – and it was familiar to me.

 “I know a hot guy,” she sang. “And you’ll totally love him. He’s so funny, and hot. Did I mention that already?”

 “Alright,” I said before my brain could stop me with its logical bullshit, because brains were overrated. “I’ll let you know the asshole’s answer tomorrow.”

 She squealed. I cringed in nerves. 

How well this would go was dependent on what mood he was going to be in.

*

“The fuck you looking at, doll?”

 His voice startled me and I jumped in my chair that was swivelled in his direction.

 I didn’t reply. I nervously clasped my hands and looked at my screen for several long moments, and then back at Borden’s profile as he was leaning over the desk, signing his ridiculously nice signature on some documents.

 How long does it take to master a nice signature anyway? Do you sit there for hours and squiggle away until it looks good? Or do – 

 “Am I fucking dying of leprosy or something?” he barked.

 My jaw dropped. “What?”

 He looked down at his hands and then at me. “I’ve got all my fingers. No leprosy here. So why the fuck are you looking at me so much?”

 I felt stiff as a rod. I opened my mouth and then shut it again.

 Sure I was comfortable around him, but it was only because we’d fallen into a routine. We didn’t speak all that much. I knew him mostly through observation, not through communication, and these were two vastly different things.

 “Leprosy isn’t fatal,” I found myself saying.

 He blinked and then looked at me like I was a moron. “What?”

 “You said ‘am I dying of leprosy?’ Leprosy isn’t fatal, so…” I gulped and turned away from him, awkwardly clicking my mouse on the tabs on my screen.

 After a few moments I peeked at him. He was still staring at me. Staring hard with his brows furrowed and his mouth ajar. A “what the fuck” look still accompanied his face.

 “You got something stuck up your ass, Lynne?” he asked in all seriousness.

 I shook my head in equal seriousness. “Nothing is stuck up my ass.”

 “Then what the hell is your problem today? You keep looking at me like I’m going to smite you down. I’m tempted to now that you’re going around in circles instead of answering me.”

 I licked my lips and paused. Because now his eyes were on my lips and his face went weird. He turned away for a second and then back at me. And my lips.

 “Talk to me,” he demanded.

 Out of nervousness, I went to lick my lips again –

 “Stop licking those lips right now.” His eyes darkened with his words.

 My chest tightened at the strain in his voice as he regarded my mouth like it was the most interesting thing he’d ever seen.

 Okay, this was just awkward now.

 “My friend wants to come to the club tonight,” I blurted out without thought, otherwise we’d be here all day.

 “Good for your friend,” he replied blankly.

 “She… We want to know if we could have some VIP passes…” I cleared my throat and clumsily ran my hand through my hair. Then I splayed my hair out so that it blocked him from seeing my profile.

 It was quiet for a minute. Literally it was a minute. Not like an exaggerated form of a minute when people say they’ve taken a minute… I seriously stared at the clock and watched it tick an entire bloody minute.

 I glanced at him quickly.

 “I’m not going to bite you, for fuck’s sake,” he said in exasperation. “Look at me right now.”

 I swivelled my chair to him again and slowly looked up at him. He was wearing casual clothes today: grey slim-fit sweater, black pants, no watch, no hair slickening – just normal Mr Borden with his unkempt hair. I liked him this way because he was usually laid back when he came to work casually dressed. He still made my heart thump, more so than the time he kissed me, and just thinking about it made me wonder why he never did it again.

 “Come here.”

 I took a few breaths and wondered why he wanted me closer to him. I stood up and hesitantly took a few steps to him. He leaned back in his chair and looked up at me as I approached him. Those blue eyes scanned my face and then dropped down to my legs before climbing back up again.

 My face heated, and I tried to act normal – really, I did – but I knew I was failing miserably.

 “You really want those VIP passes?” he asked in a low voice.

 I nodded. “Yes.”

 He brought his pen to his face and thoughtfully tapped it against the corner of his mouth. Distractedly, I looked at his lips where his pen was nearly touching and stifled the urge to gulp. The damn bully had really nice big lips.

 “Two kisses instead of one,” he finally said. “One on each side. Now.”

 Was that all? Ha! Score. Pecking him on his cheek five times a week was a ritual and impersonal. I didn’t even hesitate to do it anymore – no matter how unprofessional it was.

 I went to the side of him and bent to his cheeks. His eyes followed mine as I lowered myself, and he never did that. He never watched me kiss him. He was usually concentrating on something else, never on me.

 My chest tightened in nerves as I pressed my lips briefly on his cheek. I pulled away and slowly made my way to the other side of him since he wasn’t going to move his head. My body shook slightly and I felt a little wobbly in the knees. Why was he looking at me? I didn’t want him to look at me!

 I bent down and he continued to watch me closely when I brushed my lips against his other cheek. The scent of him and his heavy eyes on me was a heady combination that left me a little unbalanced. As I began to pull away I felt his fingers suddenly at my face. My eyes widened and my heart thumped harder before I realized what he was doing. He tucked a few strands of hair behind my ear and then brought his hand down, still watching me.

 I turned away quickly and rushed back into my chair. I kept my face turned away so that he couldn’t see how out of sorts I was.

 “Is it just going to be you and your friend?” he asked curiously.

 For some reason, I knew my answer would bother him.

 “Emma?” he pressed.

 “Um, no. It’ll be her and two others.”

 I hoped he wouldn’t press even more –

 “All women?”

 I cleared my throat and fidgeted in my chair uncomfortably. “No. Two guys.”

 Silence.

 Had I crossed the line? We were in a weird situation. There was tension between us, but it was never expressed.

 “Tell Graeme you want your names on the list,” he then said flatly. “Have as many people as you want.”

 From my peripheral, I watched him turn back to his documents, a deep frown set on his face as though he was displeased by something – and I knew what that something was. I was just too in denial to acknowledge we’d developed an attachment to one another. His company was the norm for me. Seeing him every work day was a guarantee. He had become a vital part of my life whether I liked to admit it or not.

 “Thanks,” I finally said weakly.

 He didn’t reply and another minute passed by.

 I cleared my throat. “So, uh, who’s Graeme?”

 He exhaled slowly and shook his head in disbelief.

* 

How was it my fault I didn’t know Moustache Man’s name was Graeme? It wasn’t like we were on first name basis. Our union wasn’t filled with him going, ‘Hey there, I follow you around because a crazy fucking lunatic pays me to. I have this really distinguishable moustache, don’t I? Oh, and call me Graeme!’

 But I told Grae – no, I’m still calling him Moustache Man – the names after Blythe had texted me them.

 “Blythe, me, Jake and Thomas.”

 He wrote the names down and gave me a nod.

 Once home I dolled myself up to the best of my abilities. Since I was making more at this job, I had room in my budget for clothes. I’d bought some office clothes in the beginning to appease Lord Borden, and then a dress here and there. The one I picked out was a sleeveless white mini-dress that showed a lot of leg but covered up the boobage just right. I paid sixty dollars for it. For a poor girl, sixty dollars for a mini-dress was equivalent to owning Queen Elizabeth’s tiara.

 I had no intentions to drink or to chat this guy up that Blythe had gone on about. While it’d been over a year since I’d been laid – and I was at times scratching at the walls like a cat in heat – I had enough sense not to jump into bed with just anyone.

 I left my hair down in loose curls and went light on the make-up. Only after did I realize I’d steered clear from red and I didn’t want to admit to myself it was because Borden didn’t like the colour on me. Who cares what Borden thinks? I can put on red if I want. Just…Just not tonight.

 I couldn’t believe how content I was! Everything just felt different for me lately. The lack of stress over my financial concerns felt as though the shackles of poverty had been ripped from me. While I still had to budget for necessities and bills, I was nowhere near where I’d been prior to Borden’s forced recruitment of me.

 Who knew that something bright would come of that dark time in my life?

 I placed my apartment key around the chain on my neck; it was something I did out of habit that Granny had taught me once when I’d lost the house key coming home from school. A wallet you can drop, a purse can be snatched, but a simple necklace with a key around the neck often times went unnoticed.

 After turning off the lights and putting on my white heels, I hurried out of the apartment, hoping that tonight would not end with a man choking in an alleyway.
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Eighteen
Borden

VIP room? Really?

 Emma didn’t strike him as a girl who partied it up. In fact, he’d known her to be a hermit in her little unit apartment where she sat on her only couch and watched stupid shows all night.

 But no.

 Not tonight.

 Tonight, little Miss Emma Lynne Warne wanted to party in the VIP room with a guy who sat dangerously close to her and was watching her tits more than her face.

 That’s what Emma Lynne Warne wanted to do tonight!

 Borden clenched his teeth and sniffed. Whatever. If that’s what she wanted to do then that was her fucking choice.

 Yep. Whatever.

 The place was crowded. People were dancing around their tables and some men were fawning over the dancers on the stage. The lights flickered from colour to colour, the music thumped its party mix, and Borden just stood there in a sea of people, staring at the table where she sat with a guy who stared at her tits more than her face.

 He was angry. Always that anger that he couldn’t cool. It’d been a while since he’d found a release for it. Nobody was stepping on Borden’s toes! And it was really starting to piss him off. What was wrong with this city? Was it so hard for someone to just stir the nest and break him out of this perpetual boredom?

 Was boredom the reason he was standing here now? 

 He was looking for trouble. Yes, yes, that must be it. It wasn’t her. Fuck no. It wasn’t her brown eyes that screamed obscenities at him on a daily basis, or the way she licked those unbearably soft lips when she was nervous around him, or the way she moved so fluidly without realizing how fucking gorgeous she was.

 No. No. No.

 Borden was currently following Mr Titty-Eyes to the urinal because… because he was bored! That’s all.

 Titty-Eyes was already standing in front of the urinal when Borden stepped in. He crossed his arms and leaned against the sink, watching Titty-Eyes do what was natural to him.

 Men were already doing one-eighty’s when they stepped into the restroom and spotted him. It was good that way. The room was reserved just for Borden and Titty-Eyes.

 “You liking that girl you’re sitting with?” Borden asked with a friendly smile on his face (there was no such thing as a friendly smile on Borden’s face, but Titty-Eyes didn’t need to know that).

 His eyes widened when he saw Borden. 

 Christ, was this the type of guy Emma was interested in? Tall, lanky body, with moppy hair gelled in ridiculous directions and… Were those skinny jeans on the fucker? A man…A man in skinny jeans?

 It would be a serious disservice to the male race if Borden allowed this boy in skinny jeans go home with a woman that needed a real man.

 “Score on you,” Borden added with raised brows. “Very impressive.”

 Titty-Eyes relaxed and smiled back as he tucked that tiny little boy thing back into his skinny jeans and zipped it up. “Yeah, man, she totally digs me, right? She’s been all over me all night, man.”

 No, she fucking hadn’t. “Yeah? Holy shit. She’s a looker, isn’t she?”

 “Fuckin’ oath she is. I’m gonna destroy that pussy.”

 Borden tensed. Oh, it would be so easy to drag this fucker into a stall and beat those skinny jeans off of him.

 “Well, that’s fucking fantastic for you, man,” Borden smiled as Titty-Eyes went to walk past him. “Except,” he added, extending his arm out suddenly to stop the guy, “that looker whose pussy you want to destroy… is mine.”

 Oh, this was his favourite part of being who he was. The shrinking of the shoulders, the widening of the eyes, the wobbling in the knee caps and the trembling of the lips – this was the common result of coming face to face with him.  

 Borden’s smile vanished and he was looking harshly at Titty-Eyes now. “You wanted to destroy pussy that’s mine, little man?”

 Titty-Eyes shook his head quickly. “No, no. I didn’t know.”

 “And even if she wasn’t mine, you’d have only looked at her as a fuck for tonight?”

 He continued to shake his head. “No, no! I wouldn’t have done anything.”

 Borden sighed in disappointment. “I don’t believe you, little man. Empty your pockets.”

 Titty-Eyes immediately did as he was told, pulling out a wallet and car keys. Borden grabbed both off of him, setting the keys on the counter before opening his black leather wallet that had skulls on it.

 The name on the driver’s licence read Jake Barnett. There were two fifty dollar bills, some loose change and… Borden inhaled sharply as he withdrew two condoms. Titty-Eyes gulped as Borden set the wallet down and flashed the condoms in front of his eyes.

 “Didn’t plan on fucking her tonight, Jake?” Borden asked edgily.

 “N-No!”

 “Why do you have cock gloves in your wallet, little man?”

 Titty-Eyes didn’t answer. His fear quadrupled at the intensity of Borden’s eyes as they narrowed in on him like crosshairs.

 “You were going to glove yourself in my woman?”

 Titty-Eyes’ face crumpled and he… he cried! “Oh, man, I had no idea. I swear. I swear to fucking God, Mr Borden! I had no idea! Please! Please don’t hurt me! Please!”

 Borden’s nostrils flared as he regarded the crying lanky boy in skinny jeans. This was… This was just fucking pitiful. People were scared of him, sure, but it usually took them some time to fold under the pressure of his gaze. This boy did it at the drop of a hat.

 Borden was disgusted.

 Really, Emma? 

Really?!
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Emma

I sighed.

 How long did it take for a guy to do his thing in the toilets?

 While I didn’t enjoy Jake’s company so much, it was better than being alone. Because being alone meant guys giving you attention you didn’t want.

 I’d had a bit of fun. Blythe and I danced for a good while. It was nice to let loose despite Jake trying fervently to get me to drink. I turned him down several times before he finally gave up and gulped down the alcohol himself.

 “Go easy on him,” Blythe had told me, referring to Jake’s attempts at intoxicating me. “He just broke up with his girlfriend, so he’s not really acting like himself.”

 “So he wants to get me drunk?”

 “Well… you might loosen up if you drank. You’re a little uptight, babe.”

 Then she disappeared with her guy, and suddenly the whole club thing wasn’t much fun anymore. Maybe it was because I was the only sober one there. There was too much noise, too much chatter, and even though we were in an elegant VIP room, there were too many people.

 Finally, I saw Jake emerge from the crowd. He looked… different than before. Gone was his confident demeanour. He was pale and feverish-looking.

 “You alright?” I asked him the second he made it to the table.

 He didn’t sit down and was uncomfortably looking away from me.

 “My intentions were to fuck your brains out and I’m sorry for my seedy thoughts,” he suddenly said, and the words sounded robotic. “I’m going to go home without you because I’m a filthy asshole in skinny jeans.”

 What the…

 Before I could even process his words entirely, he turned around and speedily took off into the crowd.

 “What the hell?” I whispered.

 My jaw dropped to the floor. I couldn’t move for an eternity. That was random and… and weird. I figured his intentions weren’t noble, but why come out and say them? I pressed my lips together and shook my head in disgust. Men! I mean, did he not care how I would make it home tonight? Didn’t it bother him in the least that I was on my own?

Unbelievable.

I watched the crowd for several minutes, trying to wrap my head around his words.

 “You having fun there, doll?”

 The familiar voice pulled me out of my clusterfuck of thoughts and I looked up at Borden’s passive face. Where the hell had he come from?

  He stood in front of the table with his hands in the pockets of his dress pants. He wore a white button up top that wrapped around his large arms tightly, and I had to remember to look at his face and away from his obvious muscle. The guy was a bloody tank.

 “Um… sort of,” I stammered out in surprise.

 His brows were knitted together in thought, his big lips pursed too as he regarded me. Against my better judgment, I felt better being around a familiar face, even if that face was Borden’s. Especially because that face is Borden’s, the hidden part of me whispered.

 “You want to sit down?” I asked, motioning to the seat beside me. It seemed the right thing to do.

 He stood there for a few seconds, debating my offer, and I was close to feeling silly, until he slid into the seat beside me. His shoulders brushed against mine and his unique smell enveloped me. He was vaguely looking around the room and I watched as the colours of the spectrum lights washed over his face. I observed his perfect profile, the way he licked his bottom lip, and how the movement of his head caused some of his brown hair to fall an inch over his forehead.

 Marcus Borden, Emma. This is Marcus fucking Borden. Not some random hot guy.

I was a little shrimp next to him, and it made me feel a little vulnerable. It wasn’t like being in the office where I did all I could to not look at him, and he was certainly never this close to me either. Not unless I was kissing him on his cheek, something I hated to admit I looked forward to doing.

He pulled out that zippo lighter again and circled it in one of his hands.

 “So I’m sitting down,” he said, flashing his blue eyes at me. “What now?”

 I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

 “I’m the male here, should I offer you a drink?”

 “No, I’m alright.”

 “Oh, right,” he said seriously, “you don’t drink.”

 He closely watched me as I nodded and said, “That’s alright.” Honestly, I couldn’t believe he even remembered me saying that. That was months ago!

 “Why is that exactly?” he wondered. “Are you some reformed alcoholic or something?”

 I laughed, my mood instantly improving. “Um, no. My parents were, though.”

 “So they’re the reason?”

 “Yeah.”

 He nodded, and thankfully, he didn’t prod for more information. I was very grateful of that. Talking about it would have been a serious mood killer.

 “Where are your friends? You said you were coming with a group.”

 “Blythe took off with a guy, and the guy I was sitting with just… left me.” I was still shocked and confused by Jake’s abrupt departure.

 “Left you?” Borden raised his brows. “Why the fuck would he do that?”

 “I have no idea.”

 “Did he not tell you?”

 “Uh, well, he did, but it was weird.”

 “Hmm.” He looked thoughtful and a little amused. “You look disappointed. Did you like him?”

 “No,” I admitted with a shy smile, “but he was company and I’m not good around crowds.”

 Why I was telling Borden this, I have no idea. But he was doing that normal thing again by not being an intimidating asshole that flaunted his power around. I really liked this side of him. It made me believe less that he was as mental as I allowed myself to believe. Borden was a mystery, and I was pretty sure he wanted to remain one to everyone around him. He wanted distance and yet he seemed to lose it when he was near me. It didn’t make sense to me why he wouldn’t just push me away, fire me, and let me live my own life if I was bringing out that side of him.

 I see colours when I’m around you. Those words shot through me again, like they sometimes often did, and I would gladly beg him to explain it to me. But ever since being in that office, all lustful sides of him had, for the most part, disappeared.

 He moved his eyes over every inch of my face and then looked away.

 “You look beautiful tonight,” he suddenly said, almost too quietly.

 I tried to contain my surprise at his compliment. He’d never complimented me. It was always some kind of criticism. Like how red didn’t suit me, or how my office shirt had been baggy that one time, and just last week he’d said, “What’s up with that feathery clip in your hair? It looks ridiculous. Are you a bird? You’re not a fucking bird. Take it off.” When I took my hair clip off, he tossed it in the bin and shook his head as if I’d lost my mind.

 “Nothing wrong for once?” I asked curiously.

 “No, this little handkerchief white dress suits you,” he answered, looking down at my dress with way too much concentration.

 “Handkerchief?”

 “Doesn’t leave much to the imagination, does it?”

 I laughed lightly. “No, I suppose not.”

 “Got too used to you in your office clothes. I might have to force you to wear dresses like this once a week, doll.”

 I bit my bottom lip to stop from smiling like a dumbass. “Why just once a week and not every day if you like it so much?”

 God, he was suddenly fucking me with his eyes. “Because I can only handle a little taste of you. You show more and I’m going to demand the whole fucking cake.”

 “The whole cake?”

 A ghost of a smile flickered across his lips. “Fucking, doll. That’s what I meant.”

 I nodded. “I know, Borden.”

 “And if I fucked you, it’d be forceful, wouldn’t it?”

 “Well, that’s what rape is, Borden. Forceful.”

 He shrugged. “You can have consensual forceful fucking, right?”

 Before I responded, I felt fingers brush against me and I looked down at the side of my bare thigh where his hand was. My heart sped up at this random gesture. Casual Borden was long gone, and he was back on his power trip.

 Don’t react. I told myself. Play by his rules.

 But it’d been so long since he’d touched me, and I’d thought about it every day, almost yearning for it. The noise around us no longer bothered me. I was too enveloped in the presence of this man to notice anyone besides us, too observant of the fingers tingling across my skin, giving me goose bumps. My heart was going a million miles an hour and I just knew nothing good was going to come of this.

 “Do you ever think about our kiss?” His words broke through my thoughts with a crash. “Ever think of how good it felt?”

 I hesitated. “I think about it.”

 “Ever imagine what would have happened if I’d stayed?”

 I pressed my lips down hard, unsure of how much I wanted to admit. “Sometimes.”

 “How do you think it would have gone, Emma? When you daydream about it, am I going down on you? Licking your pussy before shoving my cock inside you? Or am I already spreading your legs wide on that nasty desk and plunging inside your wet cunt with your arms around my neck?”

 Holy fuck.

 I was deprived of oxygen. I stared into his eyes, every inch of me hot as those images flooded my mind when he spoke them.

 I murmured almost inaudibly, “Spreading me wide and plunging inside me with my arms around your neck.”

 He ran his teeth over his bottom lip slowly. “Straight to the point. I like that, Emma.”

 I didn’t respond. I turned away and blinked rapidly, trying to get my heart to stop from bursting inside my chest. Jesus, he had a mouth on him.

 “Did you intend on getting fucked tonight?” he then asked. “Is that why you wore this dress?”

 He was deadly serious with that question. I felt myself squirm and then hated myself for allowing him to have this effect on me! It wasn’t fair. Why wasn’t I returning the favour? The man had an obvious soft spot for me, and if he was going to purposely rile me up, then why not do the same?

 “Yes,” I answered as casually as I could.

 His eyes widened in surprise and then darkened. “Is that right?”

 I nodded certainly.

 “Has it been that long that you’re so desperate for a fuck with a gangly looking man in skinny jeans?”

 Oh, God. 

 It was him. He was responsible for scaring Jake away.

 Well, that made a lot more sense.

 “Hasn’t been that long,” I replied calmly. “A little over a week.”

 His fingers abruptly left my leg. Now he was angry. “A little over a week?”

 “Yeah.”

 “You’re a liar.”

 “Nope. You think it’s hard getting away from your muscle? Moustache Man sucks at what he does –”

 He gripped my chin suddenly and forced my face up to look at him. His grip was tight but not painful. I looked up into his thunderous eyes. The passive exterior he’d tried so hard to contain had broken through, and he was seething.

 My whole body came alive and adrenaline surged through me again. I was mortified at myself for feeling… excited.

 “Don’t you ever fucking lie to me again,” he growled. “There was no one last week, and there was no one the weeks before that. It’s been a very long time since you’ve been touched by another man, so stop bullshitting me, Emma. It was me, and only me.”

 He leaned in forward until his nose was barely touching mine. His eyes looked deeply into mine and my heart squeezed painfully as he softly added, “And no one’s going to be touching you either. You got it?”

 Though he waited impatiently, I made no movement.

“Emma?” he said threateningly.

I finally nodded and he let go, swiftly looking around the room with his face all screwed up. His anger was exploding right out of him, but he held it in with remarkable effort.

 I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. I had to look away so he couldn’t see it. What was it about me that made him able to hold back from losing his shit? And why did that satisfy me so damn much?

 “While this has been…interesting, I should go,” I said after some silence. Time to flee Mr Mercurial and return to my safe haven of a home. Moustache Man was most likely still kicking around outside somewhere.

 “I’ll take you home,” he replied.

 “It’s okay,” I protested with a shake of my head. “I’ll call Graeme –”

 “That wasn’t a fucking offer, Emma. I’m telling you I’m taking you home. Get up and let’s go.” His voice was hard and that frightening gleam shadowed his eyes as he waited for me to respond.

 Eventually I nodded. He wouldn’t quit until he got his way.

 I stood up with him and quickly pushed down my mini-dress after it’d hiked up to my thighs from sitting down for so long. I ignored his eyes as they lingered around my ass and legs.

 Thankfully, he kept his distance as we trudged out of there.

*

It was my first time in a Ferrari. I tried not to act so excited, but I was bursting at the seams inside. I felt a little awkward because the drive had been a silent one. I ran away with my thoughts, feeling things I shouldn’t. Like safe. That was the last thing this man was given how riled up he made me. 

I tried not to look at him, but I was like Granny. I just had to rudely stare. I was immune to his punishments, so I didn’t worry about being caught gawking.

 He caught me looking every time. After about the sixth time his eyebrows rose in exasperation. “Didn’t anyone tell you it’s rude to stare?”

 I spotted some discomfort in him. Either he hated being stared at –and who wouldn’t – or he wasn’t used to it. People did turn away when he looked anywhere in their vicinity. It was always per his demand to be looked at directly. 

 I wondered why I enjoyed making him uncomfortable. I had some kind of weird fascination pushing his buttons to see how far he would go without losing his shit. Sort of like what he was doing to me.

 I ignored his question.

 “Don’t drop me off in front of the apartment building,” I said. “I’d hate for anyone to do something to your car. Lot of people loiter around there.”

 “Don’t worry about my car in your ghetto,” he replied. 

 “Ghetto, huh?” 

 “How else would you describe your living environment? Educate me.”

 I thought for a moment. It was a miserable little area, I’ll give him that. A lot of gangs lurked there and they were none too welcoming either. They hadn’t bothered me personally, and were more affiliated with drug exchanges than girls, so it wasn’t all that bad.

 “Pretty ghetto,” I finally agreed quietly. “We’re not all lucky and rich.”

 Well, that was a clear dig at him. Nothing like being another poor person with a chip on their shoulder, Emma!

 “I wasn’t until a lot later in life,” he corrected me. “I had my fair share of poverty before I left town. I’ve been to places that make your apartment dwelling look like a dream.”

 My eyes widened in surprise. 

 “I never knew that,” I said. “I mean, nobody ever said anything about that.”

 “That’s because nobody knows of my travels,” he mumbled disinterestedly. “I’d like to keep it that way too.”

  “Oh.” 

 I wasn’t sure if I was allowed to pry, though I wanted to – and suddenly I really wanted to. 

 “Where did you go?” I blurted out.

 “Away from here.”

 “Was it scary?”

 He tensed a little, his thoughts firing behind his eyes. “Yes,” he truthfully answered. “It was.”

 The car slowed down on the street facing the apartment complex. He looked at the building and then at the same group of men out front of the entrance doors, all five of them. They still never hassled me, and I was inclined to think they were genuinely okay guys, but Borden frowned at the sight of them. Rightfully wary.

 “Let me walk you in,” he said, turning off the engine.

 “You don’t have to,” I quickly replied.

 He just stared at me.

 Shit.

 We got out and headed to the entrance doors of the apartment building. He had his hand wrapped around my waist, as though marking me in front of the men. They heard our footsteps and turned to look at us. Their eyes wandered about my body and one whistled faintly. I reddened and kept my eyes drawn to the pavement. They didn’t say anything, but I caught Borden glaring at them.

 I unlocked the door and walked in. He followed too closely behind. In the elevator, he looked at the graffiti-filled walls and ceiling in pure distaste.

 “This is just sad,” he muttered. “How much are you paying on rent every month for this hellhole?”

 “Let’s just say most of my paycheck before you hired me,” I replied, unable to conceal my smile. 

 We got off on my floor and walked to my apartment. I stopped at my door and was about to say something when the screaming next door erupted and the television roared from the other side. He looked in the directions they were coming from.

 I smiled. “Nothing wrong with a bit of white noise, right?”

 “Right,” he muttered, his lips flitting up. “Gives me a bit of nostalgia, to be honest. I didn’t live far from here when I was your age.”

 “It’s gotten a bit better. The crime, I mean.”

 He shook his head slowly. “Not by much, doll.”

 I turned away from his enthralling eyes and unlocked my door. Stepping inside, I turned on the hallway light.

 “Thank you for the ride,” I told him, turning around to face him.

 He stood unmoving in front of me, like he was waiting for something else.

 “And for taking me inside,” I added.

 He looked into my eyes and then over my head and into my apartment. It took me only a second to realize what his intentions were.

 “You can go now,” I said, unsure of how else I should shoo him away.

 “Not going to invite me in?” he asked in surprise.

 “No,” I quickly responded with a shake of my head. “That would be like diving into open waters and waiting for the sharks to start circling me.”

 He processed my words in silence, looking thoughtful as ever.

 “I’m not so bad,” he finally said.

 I raised a sceptical brow. “You’re a crim…” I paused. “I just don’t feel comfortable with you outside of work. This is meant to be a professional arrangement.”

“Fuck professionalism. There’s nothing fun about it.”

I sighed. “It’s not meant to be fun.”

“Invite me in, Emma.”

“No. I still don’t know much about you anyway.”

 “What would you like to know?”

 Oh, jeez.

 “Well, why do you want to come in so much?” I retorted, annoyed.

 “I’ve never been turned away before.” He shrugged. “I usually… I usually do that.”

 “So because you don’t have control of the situation, you feel like you can push me around and try and persuade me into letting you into my privacy? And don’t you dare threaten me, either, because you’ve exhausted every freaking thing you can threaten me over –”

 He interrupted me by putting his hand in his pocket and taking out a money clip filled with hundred dollar notes. My eyes widened.

 “It’s not control,” he told me, looking down at the money. “It’s that I want you. For a very long time, I’ve wanted you.”

 When I didn’t respond, he leaned forward, coming to my level, resting his hands against each side of the doorway so that he was a foot away from my stunned face.

 “I haven’t been with a woman in a very long time. I’m clean as a whistle, and I’ve got a lot of money. A few grand in my hand here if you want it. I’m not asking for anything else. We can keep it strictly business. I don’t have a problem with giving you money in exchange for–”

 “Are you out of your mind?” I interrupted harshly. I wanted to scream at him but I bit my tongue. “I’m not a whore!”

 “I never said you were.”

 “You’re throwing money in my face so you can sleep with me?”

 “We wouldn’t be sleeping.”

 “You’re crazier than I thought.” I was practically spewing through clenched teeth, I couldn’t believe what he was saying! “You think I’m desperate enough to have sex with you? You?!” 

 “You do live quite poorly, Emma.” 

 “I would rather eat rat faeces than accept payment for throwing away my dignity to a horrible man like you.”

 “You would eat rat faeces? I’m starting to wonder how kinky you are–”

 “Go away, Borden.”

 “It’s a simple exchange, money for sex–”

 My anger had risen to a boiling point, and I wound up slapping him across the face as hard as I could. Again, the bomb had exploded. There was ringing in the air, and I was hovering over my body, watching in awe at what I had done.

 Then, there it was: the surprise on his face, his chest rising and falling quickly, and the sudden hunger in his eyes when he looked at me.

 My last thought was, oh fuck, before he took a step forward and smashed his lips against mine.
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Nineteen
Emma

I’d never been kissed like this before. Not even last time with him compared to this.

 Was it even considered kissing when I felt like I was being devoured?

 And why was my traitorous body unable to pull away from him?

 I shook from the rush of his tongue invading my mouth, of how harshly he was pushing me back until I was against the wall of my unit. I vaguely heard the sound of the door slamming shut before his hands grabbed at either side of my face. One hand moved to my hair and gripped a chunk of it back so that my face slanted up to his.

 He tasted like mint and fruit and all male. I felt his lower body pushing against mine, pinning me in one spot, and the hard ridge in his pants against my stomach.

 Holy shit. Holy fucking shit.

 Those hands moved down my body, lightly over my breasts and then harshly around my hips, squeezing them before travelling further down to my thighs. All the while, he kissed me and barely broke away to breathe. His tongue clashed over mine and his teeth nipped at my bottom lip. I breathed out erratically into his opened mouth as his hands pulled my dress further up my thighs. I felt cold air on my exposed skin and then his hot hands on the back of my thighs.

 I gasped when he picked me up and, to my shame, I steadfastly wrapped my legs around his hips. He pushed even further into me, until his length pressed harder against the front of my exposed underwear, right at the nub of my nerves. A single brush against it and my body exploded with an electric jolt of pleasure.

 I was hot. Insanely hot. My body was overheated, my skin already stricken with sweat, my hair tangled, my mouth dry, and my senses burnt out. He pulled back just slightly and then ground his erection into me. I inhaled sharply as another jolt of pleasure shot up my body, encompassing me in its short-lived bliss.

 He licked my lips and regarded me through hooded eyes. He ground harder into me again, and I shut my eyes briefly and let out a moan. Oh, it’d been so long. So. Damn. Long since I’d felt the warmth of another man.

 But this wasn’t just another man. He was a predator that screamed strength and power and I gladly surrendered myself to the feel of him. He breathed harshly against me, licking his way along my jawline before pulling back again.

 “Do it again,” he grunted out anxiously.

 Confused, I opened my eyes and scanned his face. In a cloud of lust, I couldn’t understand what he meant. He was panting against me, holding me up without effort, and staring at me as if he was in desperate need of something.

 Do it again. Do what again?

 Under the dim light I saw his one cheek redden, and it suddenly occurred to me what he wanted.

 He wanted me to slap him?

 No, no, no. This would be a serious libido killer. I didn’t want to slap him! Well, I mean, I wanted to slap him, but not for pleasurable reasons and not right this very second.

 My hesitation was obvious. He leaned in and licked my lips again and I hastily tried to kiss him, needing to feel more of him, but he pulled back before my lips met his.

 “Do it again,” he demanded now. “Or should I continue to wave my money around and call you a whore this time to get you to–”

 I slapped him. Harder than before. The same bewildered look crossed his face. His erection intensified against me and I was… confused and horny as all hell, but so confused.

 I watched his cheek redden even more and his chest heaved up and down quicker. He was full blown panting as if he’d run a marathon. He wrapped his hand around my hair again, fisting it roughly against my scalp before he dove back into my mouth. I shook in his grip with the need for friction against my pelvis, and he appeased me with one rough grind that had me wrapping an arm around his neck to keep him closer to me.

 I was drenched and needy, and when he painfully tugged at my hair, sending sharp pain throughout my body, I moaned unexpectedly as the pain pooled with my pleasure.

 “You like it rough, don’t you?” he murmured, sucking my lip.

 I shook my head, denying it.

 “No?” he whispered before tugging my hair again, drawing out another hiss and a moan. “Your body says otherwise.”

 Pulling my hair, he angled my head upwards so that his mouth had free access to my throat. He sucked along my skin harshly and bit, causing me to gasp and moan again. My fingers dug into his back, and he groaned and bit me harder before licking away the marks.

 Holy fuck, what was happening?

 He ground into me another time, and by then I was so damn horny, my entire body was tense and my legs painfully coiled around his hips.

 “Fuck me,” I demanded, without thought.

 “Work for it,” he retorted, lightly rubbing his erection against me.

 I shook, and with one hand I clawed at his back, breaking the skin and digging into it, and with the other, I pulled at his hair, trying to force him to move his mouth to mine. When he finally relented, I wasted no time before I struck him again across the face. He growled out, his lustful eyes looking more charged than before as he kissed me, possessing my mouth, capturing my tongue until our lips were moulded together.

 We were a ball of sweat when he finally decided to push off the wall and move backwards. His hand grabbed at the back of my dress, hastily pulling the zipper down while I worked my way through the buttons of his shirt, peeling it off of him.

 He found my bedroom door with remarkable haste, like he’d already known the layout of my apartment. He opened the door and hurried me inside, plopping me straight down on the bed before tearing my dress off. I heard the fabric stretch and snap, and if I wasn’t so needy, I’d have mourned the damn thing.

 “Fuck yeah,” he grumbled, his hands working their way up my legs as he stared at my half-naked body sprawled out before him. He was standing at the edge of the bed, burning my skin with his gaze, looking messy with his hair dishevelled and his torso bare. I shook pleasantly at the way he looked down at me, the same heated excitement on his face as if this was entirely new for him.

 And maybe it was. Maybe Borden had never been struck before and enjoyed it. Whatever was the reason, I was pleased because his cock was hard and full, straining against his pants. I wanted it out. I wanted to see how big he was. I wanted to know how full he would feel inside of me. I wanted nothing more than to be pleasured. It was a selfish need made all the more exciting because it was coming from him – a dangerous man – who was treating me like I wasn’t made of goddamn glass.

 “Fuck, you have a nice body,” he remarked.

 I bloomed at his compliment.

 He leaned over me without climbing on the bed, and rested one arm beside my head. He captured my bottom lip with his mouth, sucking it harder than before. I squirmed beneath him as he let go and worked his mouth down my body. He wasn’t soft about it. He lightly bit at my throat and below my collar bone, leaving tingles behind in the cool air. He grabbed at my breasts through the bra and squeezed as he continued his trek down my stomach and to my pelvic bone. Then he pulled back and grabbed at my hand, pulling me up so that I was standing in front of him.

 “Take your bra off,” he demanded.

 I wasted no time unbuckling it and slipping it off. His eyes raked my exposed chest before he gestured to my underwear.

 “That too, Emma.”

 I peeled it off of me and stepped back, completely nude, completely exposed, in nothing but my heels. I didn’t feel shy about my nudity. This was me, and if he didn’t want it, that was his loss.

 “Twelve out of ten,” he murmured, looking over every inch of me. “Now get on your knees and unbuckle me.”

 My mouth parted in surprise. I didn’t move.

 “Emma,” he repeated solemnly, “do you want me to fuck you?”

 I was horny as hell, of course I wanted him to fuck me. “Yeah.”

 “Then get on your knees and unbuckle me.”

 I’d never done as I was told in sexual situations, mostly because the man was wise enough to know never to order me around, but…Borden was different. My senses were so blurred and my needs so high, I didn’t hear the battle roaring within me about submitting to a guy like him.

 So I went down on my knees and I inched my way toward him, looking up his massive torso, taking in his rippling hard muscles and tattoos before meeting his heavy eyes. He looked delicious.

 Gingerly, I unbuckled his belt and unzipped him, and then I stopped and looked up at him. He didn’t say a word, as if leaving me to decide whether I wanted to take it further. And of course I wanted to. This man had an endless ego, and I admittedly wanted to see his package.

 I pulled down his briefs and his cock sprang free. Heat rushed through me at the visual.

 Okay, so he was big.

 Very fucking big.

 I slowly wrapped my hand around him, and he was thick too. My fingers didn’t even touch. Un-fucking-believable, like this long dick needed another reason to be more perfect than it already was. And was that…

 I paused and looked up into Borden’s eyes. “You’re pierced.”

 His lip curved up. “Are you going to suck me, Emma? Or keep staring at my cock?”

 In that moment, I really loved his vulgar mouth.

My tongue darted out hungrily and licked the head of his shaft. He closed his eyes and inhaled sharply, the look of pleasure warming his features. I’d never seen him with that look before. He was usually so broody and solemn, never exposed like this. I felt my insides tighten just then and my need skyrocketed.

 I brought him into my mouth, sucking him gently, playing with the frenulum piercing a couple inches below his head. The damn thing was a little intimidating on a dick like Borden’s. I continued to stare up at him as I bobbed my head up and down, taking in every delicious feature on his face. His hand settled over my head and fisted my hair. He growled faintly and his cock hardened in my mouth as I took him further in. He directed my movements and speed, sometimes shoving himself deeper inside my mouth, but never far enough to make me gag.

 Which I appreciated.

 “Fuck,” he whispered.

 He abruptly pulled my head away from his length and forced me up on my feet. He pushed me back, until I collapsed on the bed, knocking the breath out of me. He hastily took off the rest of his clothes and dropped to his knees. He grabbed my legs and pulled me to him, slinging them over his shoulders. He left me no time to react when his mouth invaded my sex, and I tensed at the sudden feeling. My heels dug into his back, and I cried out, grabbing at his head and digging my fingernails into his scalp.

 The white hot pleasure was so intense, I bucked beneath him. He sucked at my clit and my nails dug into the back of his head as I grinded against his mouth. He gripped me even tighter, groaning along with me, like he was enjoying it as much as me.

 “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I moaned, on the precipice of pleasure. “Don’t stop. Don’t…”

 But he stopped.

 He fucking stopped.

 Pulling away, he stood back up, and I could see in the dark his lips glistening of me. He grabbed hold of my hips and flipped me around, pulling me up on my knees so my ass was in the air. He spread my legs wide, and I shivered at the feel of the tip of his cock rubbing against my pussy, grazing his piercing over my clit. I breathed hard, gripping the sheets with anticipation. His hand roamed up my back and around my breast. He squeezed it, rocking his own hips back and forth, nudging my entrance with his head.

 Oh, my God. My eyes were going to roll to the back of my head, I was so wet and ready. I felt him lean over me, his breath tickling my ear. His voice broke through the tense silence.

 “Do you know how sore you’re going to be come morning? You’re going to remember I’ve been here. You’re going to hurt and remember how deep my cock was buried inside of you.”

 I shut my eyes and nodded in acceptance, seeking his promise, wanting it to be fulfilled.

 Then he moved away and he slowly filled me, stretching me around his cock. I breathed in sharply at the intrusion. It took everything in me not to moan out loud. I gripped the sheets tighter as he continued to fill me, and I felt everything. Sure, it’d been a long time since I’d been with a man, but never had I been filled like this before. He was big, almost too big. And while I appreciated his length in this moment, I couldn’t help but dread how full of himself he was going to be after this. Just another ego trip for Bully Borden.

 He groaned low and deep in his throat behind me, distracting me from my thoughts. He went in and in until he couldn’t anymore. Squeezing my hip, he stilled for a moment.

 “Fuck, Emma,” he rasped behind me. “So fucking tight.”

 I was too busy feeling the strange, foreign shape of his piercing buried inside of me. I didn’t feel it so much when he went still, but as he started to move it was impossible to ignore. I couldn’t decide whether I liked it or not, until he went in rougher than before – and then there it was, a spark of some sort that made my whole body shake involuntarily.

 Holy shit.

 The sensation felt good, but it was way too overwhelming. I tried to push away, but Borden kept me still as he eased in and out, quicker with every thrust. The quiet lover I had always been disintegrated into a cloud of smoke. Now I was eagerly trying to move away when every thrust inwards made me groan in both pleasure and pain.

I shut my eyes and tried to sort my thoughts out. One second I wanted him out of me and far away. But then when he pulled out, I felt loss at the mixture of pleasure coated in pain. He liked it rough. He gripped my hair again and pulled it sharply back so that I couldn’t try and pull away. He moved hard and fast inside of me, breaking me, moulding me to his dick.

 The term fucking had taken on a new definition for me. It was this: raw, primal and everything poisonous when it came to sex. There was no intimate connection. Just the thumping of his cock inside of me and my body betraying me to the feel of this, despite knowing it wasn’t normal. I stopped pulling away when I felt the peak of something good coming. And every time it edged nearer, he pulled completely out of me and kept me waiting for seconds on end, until the feeling died off and I cried in frustration.

 “No,” I whimpered. 

 My knees hurt, my back felt tight with tension, and on and on he went, moving in and out of me. He punished me with the rough rhythm of his piercing rubbing against what I knew was my g-spot. They were like waves crashing against me, and there was nothing I could do but ride them out.

 It felt so good.

 His hand left my sore scalp and roamed over my neck. I inhaled sharply as he wrapped it around my throat. It was tight, but loose enough for me to breathe evenly as he rested his chest against my back and grunted with the force of every thrust. I felt a finger roam to my mouth, pushing in between my parted lips, forcing me to suck it as he pounded relentlessly into me, never losing rhythm, never stopping to check on my own pleasure.

 I hated myself even in that moment. I had a criminal on my back, and he was fucking me with a hand around my throat. It was crazy. It was wrong. It was everything filthy I never wanted to be a part of. Yet the peak approached again, and all I wanted was my pleasure that was in the hands of this mercurial man whose moans riled me up like none other before him.

 I squeezed my eyes shut and cried out, biting at his finger and causing him to groan along with me, as the wave of bliss exploded through me. I remembered vaguely tasting copper on my tongue as I rode it out. 

It was heaven before hell, and I savoured the seconds with everything in me, wanting nothing more than for it to last forever because I knew what was waiting on the other side.

 He thrusted harder inside of me, that index finger re-joining the others around my throat. Moments later he stilled, cursing into the air right before he came. I felt his cock jerk within me. His face dropped to the back of my head as he rode out his own wave.

 “Holy fuck,” he cursed out, his body shaking above me. “Holy fuck.”

I felt a few other jerks of his cock before he pulled out of me and collapsed beside me. Finally able to move, I rested on my side facing him and watched his chest heave up and down. His whole body was stricken with sweat; his hair was damp, falling over his forehead. He looked thoroughly fucked.

 I willed myself not to think. I was successful for about a minute before the sounds of our breathing died down and there was nothing but silence in the room. It was unbearably awkward, and I was left to my thoughts.

 What the fuck had I just done? Now that my arousal was as dead as the victims of Borden’s past, I felt sick and dirty. This wasn’t me! This had never been me! I never wanted him in this way.

 Or did I?

 Of course you did.

 In the back of my mind, how many times had I wondered what he would be like? How many times had I fantasized about his hands roaming my body, fucking me into submission because I knew he was a dominating fucker?

 Oh, God.

 He looked at me, and there was still lust there in his eyes. Then he leaned over to me, and I jumped when his hand went for my face. He froze at the reaction, his brows coming together.

 “Hey,” he whispered soothingly, “I’m not going to hurt you, babe.”

 I didn’t respond, but my body was quaking. I felt so sick.

 His fingers rubbed at my cheek. “There’s blood on your face.”

 My breathing went still. “Yours?”

 “Yeah.” He raised his finger, and I vaguely saw a smear of blood on it.

 I sat up immediately and touched my face. I felt the moist feeling of his blood coated on me and shuddered in dismay. What the hell had possessed me to hurt him like that? Or all the times before that?

 Oh, my God.

 I was a fucking sadist, wasn’t I?

 Oh, my God.

 “Emma?”

 I tensed, unable to hold it together any longer.

 “Please go,” I said quietly, the dismay oozing out of my voice.

 I felt him stir beside me. He sat up and looked at me, but I couldn’t look back. I didn’t know if I crossed a line by telling him to go, so I waited with bated breath for his reaction.

 To my relief, he slid off the bed and stood up. I didn’t want to watch this massive hulk of a man dress. I turned away and buried my face in the pillow. I listened to the sound of him dressing and then the zip of his pants.

 “If anyone asks,” his cold voice said from behind me, “I was here the entire night.”

 His heavy footsteps disappeared out of the room, and a moment later I heard the front door slam shut.

 I tore my heels off, leaped out of bed and raced into the bathroom with a hand cupped under my aching vagina. I sat on the toilet and wiped away the tiny bit of blood that was trickling out of me. My whole body shook in the raw pain, and I wept with a hand over my face, looking disgracefully down at my naked, aching, bloody state.

 I had become one of those girls – those stupid fucking girls that did the dumbest shit, the kind that you roll your eyes at and think, “You deserved that, you dumb bitch.” How could I have let my body control me like that? Why did I feel like an orgasm was worth throwing away my dignity to a man I swore I would never get close to?

 Stupid. So fucking stupid.

 Now look at me. I was bleeding thanks to a pierced cock that belonged to a man I hated to admit rocked my body like a sex god.              
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BORDEN

That blood on her cheek. Shit, it was like a spitting image of her back at that alleyway nine years ago, but just an older, hotter version.

Borden recklessly drove down the road away from her apartment building. He didn’t care how fast he was going. He just needed to get away. His head was all kinds of messed up after that. What he was pissed off the most about was the strange feeling that sprouted the second he’d finished inside of her…

 It was the feeling of guilt. He’d treated her like a whore. Fucked her to oblivion without giving a shit about her needs. She hadn’t been prepared for that. Frankly, neither had he been. For the first time in ever, he’d lost control and fucked her the way he’d always fantasized about.  

 He crossed a line. There was no going back and he couldn’t undo his mistakes. But Kate’s face haunted him and he ended up veering off the road and to the emergency lane. He rubbed both his hands over his face and tried to get that nagging, disgusting feeling of guilt out of him. 

Fuck this feeling. He did nothing wrong! He consoled himself of this over and over again. She wanted it. She begged. Hell, she came too. It wasn’t all take, take, take.

 He didn’t know how long he sat there with that bitch of a feeling festering inside of him. If Kate was still alive, what would she have said to him? She would have ripped those balls out of him and then she’d have asked him if he was proud of himself for what he’d become.

 No. He wasn’t proud. He hated his past, and it had become him somehow, tangled in his being, unwilling to go away so he could move forward. But since meeting that firecracker, his whole life seemed all the more bearable. It was like… like he was feeling purpose all over again. And maybe he was being a pussy thinking along these lines, but purpose was what drove him back to this place long ago. When that was torn from him, he lived in his emotionless tomb and did what he was best at: controlling. There wasn’t anything around him he didn’t have power over, and maybe that had cheapened the thrill of it after so long.

 Borden went too rough, he decided. Way too rough on her. Way too unfeeling for her. She would have been treated better by that skinny jeans ass-wipe –

 He stopped that thought immediately. It pissed him off way too much. She was his. From the moment she opened her mouth to him in that diner, she had signed away herself to him.

No.

No, actually. Since the moment she’d pulled the switchblade out at him in that alleyway she’d signed herself away. It had only been a matter of time before she came back in his life, when fate had decided it was time. 

Never had he felt so good or more alive before since bringing her into his office. And while he regretted the way he treated her, she still felt fantastic. 

The kind of fantastic you could get addicted to.

 And Borden was addicted. 

Deep in his bones, he pined for her.

And that was what hurt the most. Because he knew, deep down, he couldn’t really have her. He’d taken it too far. 

He wasn’t supposed to bring another person close again.
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Twenty
Emma

I sat at my desk and stared at the numbers on the spreadsheet in front of me as if they were written in Sanskrit. I couldn’t concentrate. My whole body was tight as a drum. The anticipation was killing me.

 It was mid-morning and he hadn’t showed up at the office. This was so unlike him. He usually tormented me at this point. I didn’t pretend that Friday night’s events hadn’t changed everything, but I certainly didn’t think it would have for him. In fact, I expected him to be here making smart-ass, egotistical remarks about our time together.

 Maybe he regretted it as much as I did. That would be good if he did. That would be… Fuck, why would he regret it? Was I some kind of let-down in the sack? Was that why he didn’t want to be around me, because I repulsed him and ruined whatever allure he had for me?

 I bit down on my lip, hating how shit that possibility made me feel. How dare he not show up! He made my vagina bleed for fuck’s sake. I deserved an apology for that! And for him propositioning me for sex! And for him tasting like heaven on earth! And for him taking me so hard and fast and giving me an experience I’d never felt before!

 I groaned at my stupidity. One of those girls, Emma, you’re one of those girls now.

 It was true. I had become one of those girls. I thought about our time together all weekend. I picked apart every tiny detail. He didn’t owe me an apology! I took him willingly. He didn’t proposition me for sex. He knew it would rile me up, and that’s what he wanted – that was his fetish. To rile me up so that I slapped him, and I hated how hot that suddenly made me feel.

 I’d never felt power over a man before, yet he’d relinquished it in that moment, allowing me to pain him for pleasurable reasons. I’d come to the conclusion that I didn’t regret our time together. The tension had been thick between us for a while now. It was the kind of release we both needed.

 From loathing him, to simply hating him, to suddenly wanting nothing more than to tear his clothes off and feel myself get shredded by him… This was the most epic whiplash I’d ever endured.

 I re-adjusted myself in the seat, trying to find a comfortable position because I was still a little sore. It didn’t bother me. I’d finally gotten laid, and I’d never had these memorable bruises carried with me as a reminder in the days following.

 “You’re going to remember I’ve been here. You’re going to hurt and remember how deep my cock was buried inside of you.” Job well done, asshole.

 I looked over at the empty chair beside me. He should have been here ages ago. 

What the fuck, Borden?

*

He showed up in the afternoon.

 He strode into the office in a suit, which meant he’d been doing business all day. There was no ham and cheese sandwich on him for me. He didn’t have a lollipop in his mouth. He didn’t even look in my direction.

 It suddenly felt like a dark cloud had settled over the entire room.

 I sat up straighter, my hand shaking over my mouse as I watched him settle into his chair, not a word said to me. He opened a few files, sorted through some papers, and I practically felt invisible, which was alright because I was probably staring at him like a goddamn puppy begging for attention.

 I needed to discuss what happened between us. I needed to tell him that I didn’t regret it, and that kicking him out was a mistake.

 “Borden,” I whispered, nervously.

 He didn’t turn to me. “What do you want?” he growled out irritably.

 I swallowed hard, surprised by his tone. He’d never spoken to me like that before.

 “Um…”

 I didn’t know what to say, or how to put the words together. Especially when he was angry because he was usually a lost cause in these moods.

 He finally looked up at me, an icy glare on his face. “Um what, Emma?”

 I licked my lips and his eyes narrowed furiously at my mouth.

 “I wanted to talk to you,” I pushed out.

 “You wanted to talk about what?” he retorted.

 “About Friday.”

 “Is this regarding work matters?”

 “Well, no.”

 “Your employment?”

 “No.”

 “Then keep it to yourself.”

 I frowned at him, my heart twisting. “Now all of a sudden we’re going to be professional?”

 “That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it?” he shot back. “So you got it, Miss Warne. Return to your work and only speak to me if you have something informative to say.”

 I blinked back sudden tears in my eyes. I looked away quickly before he could see them water and stared at the computer screen. I was flustered and hurt. I didn’t expect this reaction out of him.

 He’d finally gotten what he wanted out of me, didn’t he?

I swallowed the lump, angry at myself for feeling emotional. Clearly it was that time of the month. It was not him, no. Not at all. Men didn’t make me cry. Never, ever did I give them the power to hurt me. Borden was no different.

 Liar. 

It was so hard trying to appear normal, trying to do work, when my mind was elsewhere the entire time. I was conscious of his movements, of his damn heated presence every second I sat there next to him. Without thinking, my eyes glimpsed at his fingers, and I saw the red mark I’d left on his index. Deep bite marks that made my heart rate skyrocket even more and my sex clench deliciously. It was proof of how far we’d gone, and now I felt like we were a million miles apart.

“Stare at your work, Miss Warne,” he bit out without looking up.

Red in the face, I turned away and stopped looking at him directly. Part of me was angry, the other part confused. I watched the clock tick, begging for time to hurry along so I could go home and ugly cry.

“Do you mind if I slipped out and grabbed something to eat?” I managed out. I’d been waiting for him all day, I’d trudged straight through lunch, and because he hadn’t gotten me a sandwich like usual, my stomach was swirling with hunger.

“Your lunch hour was two hours ago,” he snipped back. “If you didn’t get yourself something then, you’ve wasted your own time.”

“But I’m all done my work.”

“In that case, I can think of six toilets that need cleaning if you’ve truly got nothing else to do.”

I stilled in shock and anger before turning back to my computer. “I’ll just go through the account register again.” 

I could feel his smug smirk from where I sat, and I had to take breaths in so I wouldn’t lash out. What a dickhead. Did he really think that he could turn into an asshole after fucking me?

I’ll fix you.

 I opened my internet browser and went straight to work.

 If I couldn’t go out for food, then the food was going out to me.

*

Thirty minutes later, there was a knock on the office door. I resisted smiling because I knew who it was.

 “Come in,” Borden said, looking up from his paperwork.

 The door opened and one of his men, Gerry, came striding in holding two bags of food.

 “Got a food delivery, Mr Borden,” he said, standing infront of his desk.

 Borden shot him a face. “For who?”

 Gerry opened the bag and pulled out one of the Tupperware containers and read the name on top.

 “Says it’s for…Boss Man Emma.”

 Borden’s jaw clenched and slowly he turned to me, his face grim. Ignoring him, I raised my hand up to Gerry and said, “Oh, that’s for me. Thanks, Gerry.”

 He set the two bags down on my desk and left the room. I could feel Borden’s glare as I went about opening the bags and removing the containers. There were ten of them, and I spread my giant expensive feast out all over my desk, a content smile on my face.

“Since when do you like Chinese food?”

“Well, I don’t,” I explained, “but because I’m not on my own lunch break, I’m on company time, and this place was on the company account for catering. And don’t worry, you left a nice tip. Thank you, Mr Borden.”

He didn’t respond. I was sure he was twitching like a rage-case that he was, and I loved that. I went about eating as I worked, all the while ignoring him watching me take a bite out of everything.

“I’m going to go out and get something to drink,” I told him after I’d finished. “Unless…I’m not allowed to.”

I glanced at him expectantly, and I saw the wheels turning in his brain. If he didn’t allow me this, I’d fucking fix him again. Maybe I’d buy a vending machine and place it in the goddamn office. The thought actually thrilled me.

“Just go,” he muttered, fuming.

I did, and after I had something to drink, I went to the toilet and took a long ass time brushing my teeth and pacing the room. Pretty much, I did what I could to prove to him that I’d always find a way out of his reins, and he wasn’t happy about it.

The animosity in the room was so palpable after that, I felt nervous through my façade. I was doing this whole thing because I was hurt, and I didn’t want to be stepped on. However, I was quietly aware that I might be doing more damage between us, and the last thing I wanted was for him to hate me. The thought unsettled me so much, I found myself trembling, searching for ways to mend the bridge but coming up short at how unapproachable he was.

 When it was time to go, I couldn’t have been more relieved. I began packing away my things. I was slow, unsure of how the kiss on his cheek was going to go. I stood up, awkwardly turning in his direction. My palms were sweaty, I didn’t know what to do. Go to him? Leave? With his awful demeanour, I decided it was best to just go.

 I made it three steps to the door when his voice rang out.

 “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

 I stopped, and my lips curled up. So much for professionalism. I turned around and went to him, a tsunami of emotions taking over. I bent down to his side and kissed his stubbled cheek. It wasn’t a peck, though, not this time. My lips stayed there for several seconds, kissing him like I meant it with everything inside of me. I felt him go still, and I pulled away, when he abruptly grabbed me around the back of my neck and forced my face back to his. He brought me inches away and he stared at me, his eyes so blue, I swam in their depths, my head dizzying with lust.

 I breathed harder, and every part of me stirred alive. That same thrilling feeling when he kissed me before emerged, and I silently pleaded for him to do it. To bring me back to his mouth and ravage me.

 Suddenly, nothing about the day mattered. All of that anger and frustration was utterly forgotten.

 There was hunger in his eyes, but also conflict. It was as though he was fighting to keep me at a distance.

 “Do it,” I whispered to him.

 If there was a switch, I’d just flipped it.

He pulled me to him quickly, taking my mouth against his. I sank into him, sucking at his lips and tongue, feeling like a crack addict getting a fix. He kissed me with such depth, I was lost to him, incapable of thought or reason. 

His whole body moved instantly, shoving me back, situating me on the edge of his desk. He hiked up my skirt, his fingers shoving aside my very nice pair of thongs – because a part of me wanted this to happen – and lightly stroked at my clit. I bucked under the touch, and sparks flew through me at his touch.

 Yes, yes, yes. My body chanted.

 Then…

RIP!

He tore the thong off and stood up, kicking back his computer chair as he leaned into me. His hands were everywhere. Groping my breast, unbuttoning my shirt, bringing my skirt up over my thighs and around my hips, skimming over my bare sex with just enough pressure to make me moan.

I couldn’t explain my excitement in that moment. There were no words. I felt my heart explode in my chest as I kissed him, savouring that beautiful rush between us. My hands ran up his chest, tugging off his suit jacket. I ran my fingers into his hair, yanking at the ends. 

All the while I was vaguely aware of him shifting things behind me. Paperwork and containers flew off the table, and the computer monitor got shoved to the other end of his desk. Abruptly he grabbed me around the neck and shoved me away from his mouth, until my back was against the hard desk. I opened my eyes to look at him and saw the raw heat radiating out of his gaze as he hurriedly unbuckled himself.

We were both panting, and along with my quickening heartbeats, it was the only sound I heard in the room… until the head of his cock brushed against my entrance, and I moaned low in my throat.

“Beg for it,” he demanded.

“Just fuck me, Borden.”

“Say ‘please’.”

I paused, and then I pushed against his hand still around my throat and slapped him across his cheek.

Always that stunned look on his face.

And hunger.

My God, the hunger in his eyes gave me chills.

Suddenly spurred on, he thrusted hard into me, filling me up in one smooth glide, and I tensed beneath him. That damn blessed piercing rubbed against my g-spot, and I saw stars. I wasn’t sure how loud I was moaning. I was too busy feeling to know, and bloody hell, what a feeling it was. I’d never go without a pierced cock again, I knew.

No, no, I’d never go without his pierced cock.

He pulled out and then pounded back into me, hard. The desk jerked beneath us as he slowly started to move faster, squeezing at my throat to keep me firmly in place. And just like before, all of it was animalistic, both of us searching for that release, uncaring of how hard and rough we worked for it. None of it bothered me this time. I loved every second of him inside of me, didn’t care at all about how dirty it was, because I wanted to be dirty. I wanted all of his filthy ways. The dynamite ignited inside of me, and I gasped at the euphoric wave that followed. I grasped at his arm, digging my fingernails into it as the feeling warmed my body.

Oh, my God. Oh, my God.

“Oh, my God,” I breathed out, shaking around him.

He didn’t stop moving inside of me, but his hand went up my neck, gripping a chunk of my hair. He leaned over me, his hot mouth skirting along my skin, sucking and biting at my shoulder, neck and mouth.

“Fuck yes,” he muttered. 

Then he looked at me, and I saw the vulnerability in his eyes as he reached the edge and flew over, stopping abruptly inside of me as he came. The pleasure washed over his features, and I saw them clearly in the light as he whispered, “Holy fuck, holy fuck, holy fuck.”

He was the most beautiful man I’d ever seen.

And in that exact moment, after seeing those vulnerable pained eyes, I felt my chest crack a little. Felt the gap he’d created and wormed himself through.

The asshole had just touched my soul, and my eyes glistened at the realization.

I didn’t understand why, but my touch went from rough to gentle. I lightly ran my fingers through his hair as he came down, taking control of his breathing. I was tempted to hug him to me and keep him there, even long after we were aware of what we’d done, just so we could confront our strange relationship.

That didn’t end up happening.

Awkwardly, he pushed off of me – and out of me – and buckled himself up, his eyes for once avoiding my own. I sat up, a little dizzy and wobbly, and he steadied me with a hand on my arm, helping me off the desk. I pushed my skirt down in place and buttoned up my blouse, all the while watching him flounder around. He seemed genuinely out of it, picking up the papers, fixing up the monitor that had somehow crashed to the ground, although I couldn’t remember when in the midst of our fucking that had happened.

In silence, I helped him tidy up. We both saw the torn up thong at the same time, and we hesitated for a moment before he bent down and picked it up. I went to reach out for it, but he shoved it into his pocket without a word and continued the clean-up.

Oh, my God, that had been exquisite. Another mind-blowing anger bang.

Afterwards, he collapsed into his chair, looking nothing like the confident pissy Borden I knew. He stared down at his desk, and I couldn’t read him, couldn’t know what he was thinking. But I had a feeling he wanted to be alone. I grabbed my bag and turned to him. Without thinking, I bent down and lightly brushed my lips against his cheek.

“Good bye, Mr Borden,” I whispered shakily. 

I escaped the room straight after, not brave enough to see his reaction.
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Borden

Borden was fucked.

 Truly and overly fucked.

 How? How had he let it get this far? He couldn’t say no to her. The little alley cat had somehow knocked his defences down, for once making him feel powerless.

 Borden could still smell the sex in the air an hour after she’d left. Could still smell her fucking passionfruit body spray she doused herself in. Could still feel her decadent lips against his. Could feel the red-hot pain she left on his cheek after she slapped him.

 She was fucking perfect, and that was the damn problem. He didn’t want her to be perfect. Fucking hell, Kate was the only person meant to be perfect for him, and yet Emma replaced his idea of perfection without him even realizing it.

 I’m sorry Kate.

 He’d always told himself he’d never move on. That would be a serious insult to Kate. She was the only one meant to have possessed his heart. Fucking hell, after her death he wasn’t meant to even have one anymore. Yet he felt an ache there, and more colours surfaced. Colours fucking everywhere with that black-haired doll around.

 Panic set in.

 He couldn’t lose himself to another woman again. He’d never survive the pain of it if something happened. He’d be to blame, and the blame would physically kill him.

 Shit. Shit. Shit.

 What the hell was he going to do now?
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Twenty-One
Emma

“Why do I feel like there’s something you’re not telling me?” Granny asked after pulling the sausage rolls out of the oven.

 I looked up from my mud cake and at her. I could decide to play dumb, or I could just tell her the truth and face her scorn.

 “Like what?” I replied with instead.

 She crossed her arms, leaning her hip against the counter as she took me in. Her face was grave, and I knew she was waiting for me to let it out.

 “You haven’t been yourself,” she said. “You’ve retreated into your old shell, and from past experiences, I know that’s not always a good thing.”

 “Well, it’s not one of those times, I promise.”

 “Then let me in, darling.”

 I sighed, pushing away the plate. I stared at the dish for several moments before muttering, “You know how I said I took another job?”

 She was nervous. “Yes.”

 Another long sigh, another few moments. “I’m working for Marcus Borden.”

 Her lips parted and her arms dropped to their sides. “You’re not serious, Emma.”

 I nodded. “Yes, I am.”

 Ugh. The eyes of judgement followed. I looked away, cringing because she’d been so happy to hear about me in a new job. Now it meant nothing.

 “Have you lost your mind?”

 “No.”

 “Has he hurt you?”

 I snuck a glance in her direction. She looked pale, her eyes swimming in tears. It broke my heart.

 “No, Granny,” I answered gently. “He hasn’t.”

 “You have marks all over your body, Emma. Don’t think I haven’t noticed.”

 How the hell did she notice those? I’d tried covering them up. They weren’t bad, though. Just light bruises around my shoulders, and bite marks on my chest and up my neck. I’d covered them with make-up before coming. Maybe the damn lighting gave it away.

 “Those weren’t…” I paused, searching for the right words without seeming like a freaky hussy. “He hasn’t hurt me, okay? Just trust me on that.”

 To be more specific: He hasn’t hurt me in a bad way.

 “I just don’t understand how this could have happened, Emma.” 

She threw her mittens off and abandoned the rest of the sausage rolls ready for the oven. She walked over, her steps slow, reminding me how frail she really was, and sat down next to me.

 “Haven’t I warned you enough about that man?”

 “Yes, you have, but he’s nothing like you’ve made him out to be.”

 “You need to quit, Emma. As soon as possible before he sets his claws into you.”

 His claws were already in my heart. “That’s not what’s happening, Granny.”

 She blew out a breath, shaking her head. “Does this have to do with what he looks like? He’s gorgeous, I know that, but looks aren’t as they seem –”

 “No, they’re not, and I learned that about Joel. Remember him? The guy you set me up with? He was crazy.”

 Her dark eyes popped out. “What?”

 “Yeah, he was Dr I-Love-Death. Kept going on about prison and circling an area some dude died in, Granny. My point is, sometimes you’re wrong about things. Now, I get that Borden has issues, but he’s treated me well, and I’m not going to quit the job because you want me to.”

 It was hard being firm to her about it. I knew she was coming from a good place, but I wasn’t prepared to be told to quit. Because quitting meant quitting Borden and I couldn’t do that. I just hoped she’d let it go before I let that pathetic admission slip.

 “I hope you know what you’re doing,” she told me simply, her voice giving away how rattled she was.

 “I do.”

 She didn’t look convinced. “Your mother said the same thing about your father, and look what happened. He broke into her soul and tore her apart until she was so threatened by him, she killed him. Men can bring out the worst in us, Emma.”

 I tensed, like she’d jolted me. There were no words for that. I just stared at her, wide-eyed. She never spoke of her daughter, of my mother. It was a topic we’d silently buried years ago. 

 She drifted away from me for the next hour I was there. She hardly said a word. Instead, she stood back up and finished the rolls. She packed them away and gave me the Tupperware containers, all the while her eyes avoided mine.

 “I’m going to bed,” she told me, lightly brushing her hand over my cheek before moving away. “You take care of yourself, Emma.”

 She left to her room and I trekked outside a short distance to Moustache Man’s car, all the while feeling like crap. I regretted telling her. I could have lied and pretended all was good. She’d never have known about Borden, and she’d never have given me that look of disappointment.

 “Smells good,” Moustache Man said after I’d climbed inside the car.

 I gave him a container of rolls. “You can have a try.”

 He munched on them all the way home, while I glumly stared out the window. Anyone would be frightened of my situation, but Borden eliminated my fear of him by bringing me into that office.

 “How many women have you seen Borden with?” I wondered aloud.

 Moustache Man paused mid-bite. “None.”

 My mouth dropped as I turned to look at him. “Really? None at all?”

 “Sometimes the men like to shoot a few women his way, but they’ve only stayed in his company for a couple minutes before he tosses them out.”

 “Wait, where does he do this?”

 “At his apartment. He wouldn’t dream of doing it at work if that’s what you’re thinking. Borden’s always been professional in his office with his head in the game at all times. Women haven’t really done anything for him since…well.”

 “Since Kate Davenoth.”

 He glanced at me, a grim look on his face. “Precisely.”

 I wanted to pry for more, but I held myself back. It would be wrong getting information out of someone else other than Borden himself.

 We talked lightly about other things after that. He dropped me off at my apartment, and I showered. Borden occupied every single space of thought that evening.

 I ate some rolls and called Blythe for a catch-up. 

 “Wish there was good news to report,” she said, glumly.

 “What’s going on?” I asked.

 “Well, Denny’s talking about closing the diner down. He’s not making enough and he’s in a shit load of debt. I’ve started applying for other jobs, but…I don’t know, nothing’s popping up.”

 “Is Tessa searching too?”

 “Yeah, but she’s not in any rush. Says her boyfriend’s happy to float her for a while until something comes up. Frankly, I told her she shouldn’t depend on a guy’s word.”

 I frowned. “Why? Not all guys are terrible, Blythe.”

 She paused on the other end, and then, “Is that right? You used to go on about being single and how great it is, and now your tune’s changed? Tell me how that happened.”

I was itching to let her know about Borden. I needed a sounding board, but for some reason, I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

“There’s nothing to say.”

“Uh-huh,” she said, sceptically.

We talked for a little while longer before she had to go. I browsed the internet for a while, exhausting more Borden searches. My body weakened at the pictures of him, and I wondered how the hell I’d gone from hating the man to feeling like this for him.

*

Tuesday arrived after a long night from hell and there Borden was, sitting behind his desk, hard eyes on me the second I stepped into the office. Casual clothes today: black long sleeved shirt with the sleeves pulled up, revealing the tattoos on his tanned skin. I tried to smile politely at him, but his lips didn’t flinch in response.

 “Good morning,” I said cheerfully, shutting the door behind, wondering if my tone was overdone since I was faking it.

 “It’ll be a good morning with you dropping to your knees,” he replied severely.

 I froze. Well, that escalated quickly.

 I looked at him, waiting for him to crack a joke, order me to sit down – something. But he just stared, waiting.

 “Um, what?”

 “Drop to your knees. I haven’t seen you in over thirteen hours, and I’ve got blue balls from hell. And don’t look at me like I’m being crude. You’re a little minx when you want to be, so stop pretending this isn’t what you want.”

 I glanced down at the plush red carpet, debating silently just how far I wanted us to go. Did I want him to order me around like this? And dropping down on my knees?

 “Do it, Emma.”

 “What if I don’t want to?” I asked, pushing my boundaries.

 He chuckled condescendingly. “Is that what you want to play at? Trying to show me you still have one apprehensive bone in your body? We’ve long passed that point, doll. Get on your fucking knees.”

 “I’m not that kind of girl,” I replied, enforcing strength into my tone. “I don’t go on my knees for anybody just because they tell me to.”

 “Then I guess I’m the exception.”

 I should have been offended and angry – yeah, more angry than offended, really. But I knew what it felt like being taken by him, and it was exquisite…and addictive.

 Plus, I’d gone on my goddamn knees the first time he took me. This wasn’t so different.

 He didn’t repeat himself, but I saw the demand in his eyes as he continued to watch me internally debate with this. Only, I was fighting the inevitable. He’d get his way, and not because he’d force it, but because I would ultimately succumb to the want of being possessed by him. It was a rush, firing every nerve-ending with adrenaline.

 My face heated as I slowly let go of the nagging voice in my head. I dropped to my knees, setting my purse down beside me. I kept my eyes focused on the floor, part of me uncertain, the other coiled in anticipation.

 I heard him standing up and take a few steps, and when I risked a look, he was leaning back against his desk, arms crossed over his wide chest, the move stressing his bulging biceps. He appeared both intimidating and mouth-watering all at once, and I felt a lick of fire at the pit of my belly.

 “Crawl to me,” he ordered softly.

 Jesus, was he obsessed with pushing me out of my comfort zone?

 I hesitated again, some deep part of me dismayed by the idea of actually having to move on my knees and hands. I let out a breath, and without thinking, I started to move slowly in his direction. I could feel the burn of his gaze on me, on the movement of my hips and shoulders.

 I imagined what I must look like to him, this tiny little body dressed to impress, hair up, black tendrils falling and framing a half-cast heart shaped face, crawling in a straight line to a man more than double her size. Strangely enough, I felt sexy and wanted. His desire for me was written all over his face and it was that look alone that gave me strength to carry on.

 I stopped in front of him and slowly looked up. He dropped his arms to his sides, one hand resting on the top of my head.

 “You’re too fucking perfect,” he murmured in astonishment. “Hard yet adaptable. It’s the biggest turn on seeing you submit, and you like it, don’t you?”

 “Only when it’s you,” I whispered, my throat closing up at the admission. I averted my gaze, not wanting him to see the affection that lurked in the depths. Caring felt like a weakness, yet I wanted to confront that emotion and share it with him.

 He silently watched me, and maybe seconds passed, maybe minutes.

 “Unbutton me,” he breathed out shakily.

 On my knees, my hands flew to his jeans, eager in my movements. I unbuttoned him and pulled his zipper down, glancing up at his heavy smouldering eyes as he watched me fixedly. He didn’t need to give me more instructions. I pulled his briefs down and wrapped my hand around his length, slowly stroking him. He was hard already when I took him into my mouth. His hand fisted in my hair, and his body tensed. A soft guttural grown escaped his lips as I sucked him. The lick of fire inside of me burst into flames, and I squeezed my thighs together, searching for some kind of relief for the throbbing I felt there.

 I took my time savouring him, licking a trail up and down his shaft. He rolled his hips, thrusting himself in and out of my mouth, squeezing hard at my hair as he shuddered above me. He was impossibly thick by the time he pushed me away, holding me a foot away from his cock, staring down at me in a fog of lust and hard-pressed lips.

 “You like sucking me?” he asked heatedly.

 “Yes,” I answered.

 He shoved me forward again, and I opened my mouth to bring him back into it, but he grabbed at his cock before I got there and shoved the head of it in between my lips. He pumped a few times, his breaths growing heavier, and then he pulled out, slapping his cock against my cheek, wetting it.

 “Fuck,” he cursed.

 Then he pulled me up on my feet and forced me to stand in front of the desk. He moved behind me and carefully pushed my upper body down until my cheek was resting against his desk. My heart was battering in my chest, my breaths were unsteady, and my sex wet and needy. I heard him shuffle behind me, felt his hands roaming up my legs, and my skin tingled deliciously under his hot touch. He pulled my skirt up, bunching it around my hips, exposing my backside to him. I wore another pair of sexy thongs – score on me – and he delicately peeled it off of me.

 “Spread your legs,” he ordered.

 I spread them inch by inch, and that rush of adrenaline only intensified as I waited for what was to come. I felt breaths on my thighs, and I squeezed my eyes shut, unbearably anxious. His hands settled on each of my cheeks, and then I felt the sweetest thing.

 A long and soft lick along my sex. It was almost too much. I shook, moaning out. My hands fisted against the table as he did it again and again, torturing me with his incredible mouth. It was the most intense oral sex of my life. He moved deliberately slow, at a pace that intensified the feeling. So experienced, he drew out my pleasure, sucking at the right time and with the right kind of pressure.

 “Please, please,” I begged.

 “You want to come?” he asked, his voice dangerously low.

 “I want you inside of me first.”

 Because as much as I loved the thought of coming against his mouth, I wanted to come around his dick more. He wasted no time standing up, positioning me against him. Gripping my thighs, he thrusted inside of me. I jumped at the abruptness, and then grinded my ass against him. He growled in pleasure and drove himself in and out of me, hard and fast, filling me, stretching me, until I was aching in pain and pleasure.

 “Put your arms behind your back,” he demanded, gruffly.

 When I did, he gripped both my wrists in his large hand, fucking me hard as he gripped them to him. The other hand felt my ass, and too lost in my quest for pleasure, I didn’t notice what he was about to do until it happened.

 SLAP! Right across my ass, making my sex clench tighter around his cock and driving out more feverish moans from me. The pain morphed to pleasure as he did it again, and the shock turned to anticipation. Every slap drove me closer to that sweet escape, and just as I was about to approach the peak, he pulled me off the table, pressing my back against his front and rubbed my clit, sending me straight over. My head fell back over his shoulder and I cried out. He slowed down for me to feel the pleasure in all its intensity, and then he sucked at my throat, sharply thrusting only once, twice inside me before he stopped and came hard, cursing like he always did.

 Holy fuck. Holy fuck. Holy fuck.

 Yeah, holy fuck was right, Mr Borden.

 There was no awkwardness after he pulled out of me this time. He brushed my hair aside and neatened up my skirt. When I turned to him, he stared at me in a way that left me breathless.

 “You’re insatiable,” he whispered, lightly brushing his fingers across my cheek. “I think I’m a little attached to that mouth and body.”

 “Likewise, Mr Borden.”

 Leaning a little closer to me, he kissed me lightly on my mouth and uttered, “Don’t fuck another man when you’re in my bed, okay?”

 Staring into his serious blue eyes, I ignored the warning in them and nodded. “Okay.”

*

To say we were very unprofessional was an understatement. Borden fucked me every day at his office that entire week, and the more he took me, the more we craved one another. At first, it was rough and hard, but as the days wore on, Borden eased himself into me with a growing gentleness, savouring my body slowly, as he pulled me against him, kissing me through my orgasms and holding me to him long afterwards.

 Sex with him had grown into something different. Every time he took me, something grew there between us. He didn’t want to acknowledge it, and I thought it was in my head, but his eyes spoke of a warmth that was reserved solely for me, and I blossomed for him.

 I was entirely at his mercy.

 I was weak, and I didn’t mind it.

 I’d let a bad man into my heart, and I didn’t want the bad man to leave it.
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Twenty-Two
Borden

“You keep staring at me like that, and I’ll fuck you again.”

 Her face flushed and she turned back to her computer, smiling. Borden smiled too because she was that infectious. She still looked like a downright mess. The just-fucked look suited his alley cat to a tee.

 He hadn’t grown tired of her once. It was baffling. His curiosity only grew, his need intensified too, and he was finding himself desperately powerless in her company. He liked the feel of her around him. His body warmed every time she gently smoothed her fingers over his hair after he’d roughly fucked her. 

One could get used to that kind of touch.

 “I’m not sure you can go another round after all that strenuous effort,” she muttered, tapping away on her keyboard like she was busy. But she wasn’t fucking busy.

 “Don’t test me,” he warned her, smirking. “This dick is capable of pulling off a lot of miles on that sweet body.”

 She pressed her lips down hard, resisting another smile. “Mr Borden, I am trying to work. Stop sexually harassing me.”

 He couldn’t help the laugh escaping his mouth. “Is that what I’m doing?”

 “Yes, and you can get into a lot of trouble.”

 “And who do you think is going to want to fuck with me, babe? There’s not a single person I can’t buy off.”

 Emma paused. “There are good people left in this world, you know.”

 “I wish I were that gullible.”

 Now she scowled at him. “Cynic.”

 “I prefer the term realist.”

 “Yeah, well, fuck your term.”

 That vulgar mouth went straight to his dick. “You’re really asking for it, aren’t you?”

 “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” was her cheeky replied. “And anyways, when are we going to take our affair outside the office? Imagine spreading me out on a giant bed. So many things one can do in that environment.”

 “Tempting.”

 “Do it then.”

 “I’ll consider it.”

 Maybe.

 There was too much to consider being open with her outside the office. He’d already made a mistake fucking her at her place. Call that a moment of weakness, although he had to admit, images of her naked across his king-sized bed was beyond appealing.

 “That’s it?” she said, eyebrows up. “You’ll consider it? I’m not sure how long I can take being bent over your desk. Not that I don’t enjoy it, but fuck, Borden, I’m not an acrobat.”

 He chuckled at her little spat.

 “Come here,” he told her, gesturing to his lap.

 Emma didn’t budge for a moment, eyeing him wearily. 

“Come here,” he repeated. “I won’t bite.” 

She stood up and moved to him. He took her by the hips and settled her over his lap, hiking up her dress.

“No,” she snapped, hands over his. “I’m broken.”

“I’m just touching you, doll. Innocent little touches, I promise.”

She hesitated, and then let him, albeit with a look of suspicion. 

He suppressed a smile. “See? I’m not doing anything. Why are you always so hard?”

“Same reason as you.”

“Power?”

“Shit childhood.”

He went still. “What makes you think I had a shit childhood?”

“You grew up on my side of the tracks. There’s no need to elaborate more.”

He frowned because she was right. “I thought your grandmother gave you a good life.”

“She did what she could, but I was always led astray.”

“Because of your mother?”

Emma exhaled slowly, scowling at him. “You went through every part of my life, didn’t you?”

He nodded, slowly. “I already told you I did.”

“Then you know what she did.”

“Yes.”

“Well, it messed me up good, and I wasn’t a very nice kid.”

He chuckled lightly. “Neither was I.”

“No? What made you a little shit?”

“My parents threw me out at fifteen. Can’t say they ever gave a shit about me, so after that abuse, it was sort of a relief to be out of there.”

Instead of looking at him with sympathy, her eyes grew hard with anger. “What a bunch of assholes.”

“Yeah.”

She waited for him to say more, but Borden hadn’t talked about that part of his life since… Well, ever. Not even to Kate.

“You know what desperation is like, right?” he asked her quietly, searching for her understanding.

She nodded solemnly. “Yes.”

“That’s why I sold drugs at sixteen. I couldn’t make it in the streets otherwise. I was wayward. Very fucked up. I latched on to some hard stuff, too. Figured taking the drugs would help me cope. I think I was searching for something to fix how broken my life was.”

“And drugs did that?”

“Yeah, they did. When you grow up so poor, so alone and isolated, so degraded by the people who are meant to love you, when you’re set free into the world, you find ways to forget all of it. Getting high worked.”

He hadn’t realized how hard he was gripping her thighs until he looked down at them. He eased his hands immediately and took a deep breath. What the fuck was he doing talking about this shit? It wasn’t important. That was all water under the bridge.

“I know what you mean,” she simply said, and that was it. No words of sympathy, no consoling him, just understanding. Pure and real understanding that he instantly felt, and it was a nice feeling, like being weightless without that extra pressure sitting in your chest.

Fucking hell, this girl… She was something else. He couldn’t shake the feeling away in that moment. Just perfection. Real perfection, not the fantasized kind.

Emma leaned forward and gently kissed him. All that tension in his stomach withered away at her soothing touch, and he wrapped an arm around her waist and kissed her back. Languidly, he roamed her mouth, stroking her tongue, taking in her unique taste that excited him like nothing else.

She lightly rolled her hips against him, and her breaths grew heavy. She wanted more of him. Un-fucking-believable.

He squeezed her ass, ready for another hip-roll when the office door suddenly jerked open. Borden tore away from her mouth and looked over her shoulder. Hawke stepped in, staring urgently at him with a screwed up face.

 “Borden,” he said sharply, “we’ve got a problem.”

 Borden’s hand was still on her ass when he gritted out impatiently, “What’s the problem?”

 Hawke glanced between him and Emma, displeasure clear on his face. “It’s a private matter.”

 “Talk.”

 Emma tried to pull back, but Borden’s grip tightened. She wasn’t going anywhere. Hawke would be gone soon and then he’d be inside that wet warmth all over again. Admittedly, he wasn’t thinking straight.

 “We found a man sneaking into the club,” Hawke explained. “Said he was unarmed when we caught him, and we searched him thoroughly to make sure. He had a gun in his fucking underwear. Real nasty thing.”

 Startled, Emma stared at Borden with a gaping mouth. Borden was no longer paying attention to her. He was staring hard at Hawke, a thousand questions flooding through him. A simmer of anger he surprisingly hadn’t felt in a while began to surface.

 “Some dickhead thought they could mill past my men with a gun on him,” he muttered, his eyes hardening. “How delusional is he?”

 “He’s not talking,” Hawke replied evenly, fighting his own anger.

 “He’ll talk to me,” Borden calmly said. It was forceful, but he wasn’t about to rage with Emma in their midst. She was starting to really matter to him, and the last thing he needed was her to get upset by him.

 “You’ll take care of it then.” Hawke wasn’t asking. He knew already Borden would.

 “Yeah, I’ll be right there.”

 Hawke walked out, and silence swept the room. Emma was staring questionably at Borden.

 “What are you going to do?” she asked him.

 Borden didn’t look at her as he sat up in his chair and gently moved her off. He grabbed his keys off the desk, exhaling. “I’m going to take care of it, Emma.”

 She swallowed hard, standing before him. “Don’t…don’t hurt him, Borden.”

 “Don’t hurt him? That man was coming to hurt me. If he’d found me vulnerable, I’d be eating a bullet.”

 “But he’s been caught. I’m sure he’ll be scared off now.”

 “Don’t be naïve. I make a dozen enemies a day. I can’t afford to let one of them go.”

 “So what are you going to do then?”

 Borden just looked at her.

 Her lips trembled. “Borden, don’t kill him.”

 “I won’t,” Borden lied.

 She roamed over his features, trying to see through his façade. “That’s not true, is it?”

 He stood up, not responding. He shoved his keys and lighter into his pocket and began moving to the door.

 “Borden?” Emma pressed from behind him.

 “The ones at the top are always the worst, Emma,” he simply told her as he opened the door. “But you already knew that.”

 He glanced at her over his shoulder right before he stepped out.

 The image of her burying her face in her hands haunted him.

*

The man was in bad shape before they’d even knocked him around.

 Hawke had handed the gun over to Borden. It was a nice gun, a Heckler and Koch USP, certainly not cheap. He told Borden he was likely in his fifties, in good health, and dressed in a nice looking suit.

 “Definitely not a druggie,” he explained, baffled. “But you could tell he’s had a lot to drink.”

 They’d transported him into one of Borden’s abandoned warehouses miles out of the city on an isolated bit of land. He hadn’t been in this location for a very long time. He should have known it was only a matter of time before one of these assholes tried getting at him.

 From a distance, Borden gazed at the man. At his unkempt bearded face and matted blonde/grey hair. He was on his knees, hands tied behind his back, staring off into space like he’d already made his peace. Hawke handed Borden his gun, and he walked to where the man was. 

 “A gun in your underwear,” Borden boringly remarked, approaching him. “I wish I could say that was a new one, but I’d be lying.”

 Borden stopped in front of him, and the man’s eyes flickered up at him. The second Borden met those green eyes, his blood ran cold instantly. His whole body seized up, and his breath felt like it’d been knocked out of him.

 No. This wasn’t possible. Surely he was hallucinating.

 He blinked hard, trying to grasp reality. Borden could see so much of her in this man, which meant…

 The man chuckled sardonically. “What’s the matter, Marcus? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

 Borden took an unbalanced step back, blinking rapidly at Kate’s father. “I don’t understand.”

 “You understand perfectly,” he retorted. 

Borden took a few breaths. “You shouldn’t have done this, Doug.”

“I should just let you live then? You killed my daughter. Don’t think I’ve let that go. Nothing will bury the past. It will always find you, Marcus, and it will make you pay.”

“I’m still paying.”

“No, you need to pay with your blood. You don’t deserve to live. You’re a monster! My baby girl would have still been alive had you never returned! Our lives are broken. Forever and always!”

 “And what was a bullet to my head going to do, Doug? Make it better?”

 “Maybe. Maybe not. I don’t fucking care either. I can’t be in this world knowing you’re still breathing the same air as me when it should be her! They should have come after you! Why didn’t they come after you?!”

 “I don’t know.”

 “You don’t know?”

 “I was taking over their turf, and they wanted to scare me off.”

 “And they killed my daughter!” Doug shrieked in his rage, his pale face turning red. “Monsters like you, they strangled her and dumped her like trash!”

 Borden numbly said, “I found the two men that took your daughter’s life, and I made them suffer.”

 “What about my suffering? Or my wife’s? You will never ease our pain –”

 “You think I’m not suffering too?” Borden cut in, raising his voice. “You think I don’t mourn your daughter every single day? That I don’t blame myself? I loved her, Mr Davenoth, and I wish it was me instead. I know I don’t deserve to be here, and if I could choose, she’d be here instead of me. I’d take the worst kind of death just to make that happen. Sell my soul to the fucking Devil if he could make it happen, but it’s never going to fucking happen, and I can’t change the past no matter how many times I blame myself for it.”              

 Doug didn’t expect Borden’s response. He went still, and his eyes rimmed red. He was vulnerable and broken, Borden realized, and in his rage for justice, he did something he would never have done. Now he was staring emptily at the gun in Borden’s hand, suddenly sober.

Borden’s grip on the gun tightened and he shook. He was usually calm in these situations. There was usually no feeling involved. But that was back when his world was black and grey.

 It wasn’t black and grey any more.

 It was filled with fucking colours again.

 And who had to stand in front of him now to shake him up even more? None other than the father of the woman he’d loved before her untimely death.

 “I’m sorry,” Borden whispered to him, the ache in his voice present.

 Doug tried his best to glare at him, but even under the raw hatred, Borden could only see pain. It never occurred to him that he wasn’t the only person putting up a front, pretending to the world that he was impenetrable.

 Doug was suffering more than he was. He’d only tasted a short year in Kate’s life, and even in that short time frame she’d left a permanent footprint on his soul. But her father…he’d had her all his life. He’d seen her from baby to woman. His suffering was unimaginable in comparison to Borden’s.

 They weren’t just two angry souls clashing. They were two souls hurting, and they recognized that in that moment. Doug looked away from him and stared down at the dirty floor, his shoulders heaving up and down as he sobbed.

 “I miss her,” he cried breathlessly. “I miss her, that’s all. I just miss her.”

 Borden’s eyes pained. He let out a shuddering breath. “Yeah.” 

He missed her too. Always. 

“I keep thinking of what I could have done differently. I was too hard on her. I stifled her.”

“You loved her,” Borden said. “She knew that.”

Doug continued shaking, a man reduced to this was hard for Borden to watch.

“You can’t let this happen again,” Doug then said, looking at him. “You can’t.”

Borden went still. “What do you mean?”

“Everyone talks, Marcus. They all know about the girl.”

He looked away and down at the ground. “Is that why you did this, Doug? Tried silencing me because you think it’ll happen again?”

“It will,” Doug returned. “It will, Marcus. You have too many people who want you dead. Every day people. It’s going to happen.”

He didn’t reply.

 Suddenly overwhelmed and emotionally raw, he clenched his teeth and walked off. Hawke’s brow furrowed when Borden approached.

 “Let him go,” Borden instructed simply, trying to keep his voice level. “He isn’t himself. He’s had too much to drink.”

 “Kate’s father or not, drunk or not, his intentions were to kill you,” Hawke snapped back angrily. “You can’t let him breathe another minute.”

 Borden breathed heavily, trying to get his thoughts in order, but he felt like a noose had wrapped itself around his neck. He looked back at Doug, and then at Hawke’s stone-cold face. The walls around him started to close in, and he took off out of the warehouse, pacing back and forth.

 A sharp twist in the centre of his being, and he dropped to his knees. He grabbed at his hair and pulled at it in frustration before dragging his nails down his face. But even the pain didn’t remove the ache inside of him. All he saw was Kate’s dead face. He couldn’t even look back at a time when she was smiling, not after witnessing that smiling face look at him lifelessly. His fingers dug into the ground, and his eyes continued to sting with unshed tears. FUCKING FUCK, why couldn’t he ever just cry for her? Why wouldn’t the tears fall?

He would never have seen that face had he never returned. She would have been alive. Doug was right. He was fucking right about everything.

Borden was a monster, and he deserved to die.

“He can’t live,” Hawke said from behind him. “You know it too, Borden. All the men know about him coming here. How will they respect you if you don’t put this man into the ground for trying to kill the most powerful man in New Raven?”

 Borden stared up at the sky, as if waiting for it to offer him answers to this fucked up situation.

 “It’s not personal,” Hawke continued. “Just get it done and we’ll take care of the rest.”

 Borden exhaled slowly and rose to his feet. He felt like a man stripped of his armour.  If he did this then he was lower than the fucking scum that killed Kate.

 And was he?

 He turned around, and nodding to Hawke, he strode back into the warehouse.
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Twenty-Three
Emma

The ones at the top are always the worst, Emma. But you already knew that.

I was rattled by his words. I’d spent the rest of the day trying to understand the man I worked months for. I tried to imagine him as the villain he portrayed himself to be, and it alarmed me when I broke down into tears. Because he really was, and no amount of humanizing him would change that.

So why didn’t I stop feeling less for him then?

*

Borden wasn’t in the office the next day.

In fact, he didn’t show up the rest of the week. And the week after. 

That was nine Borden-less days.

It was absolute agony. I suffered. Seriously suffered. The office felt so empty. My heart felt cold. I was pining for him. What would have caused him to just disappear like that? I tried asking Hawke where he was during lunch one day, but the asshole deliberately ignored me, telling me it wasn’t my business. Not even Moustache Man budged when I begged for some information.

 It was just shit. I felt every minute of every hour pass, and then I went home, unhappy and confused with my emotions.

 It was just… I’d been around that man non-stop for weeks on end. He’d filled up so much of my day. It wasn’t fair that he probably didn’t give a shit about me, and I was hanging by a thread, caring for his whereabouts like I cared for my next breath.

 Shame that didn’t go both ways.

 It was Friday night and I’d just returned from grocery shopping. Moustache Man had generously helped me bring up the bags to my apartment and left. I was in the process of putting things away when I heard a knock on the door.

I glanced at the time. 6:40pm. It was late-ish, but I wasn’t expecting anyone, and I certainly knew nobody in this building. I grabbed my switchblade from my purse and let the blade flip open. I cautiously walked to the door, straining to hear any sounds.

“Emma, it’s me.”

Borden.

My shoulders sagged in relief and my heart skipped a beat at his voice. I quickly unlocked the door. Opening it, I saw him standing there, jeans and a plain black tee on, with his arms against the doorway. For a brief second, I felt like I’d been injected with life again. Warmth flooded into my system, and then it crashed into the other side of me, the side that questioned why I would be happy with a man that didn’t tell me he was going to be absent for so long.

 “Where have you been?” I demanded angrily.

 “Are you going to let in?” he replied, calmly.

 “Answer me first.”

 “Let me in first, or stab me with your knife. Your call.”

I stiffened and looked down at my opened blade. Shit. I quickly closed it and widened the door for him. There was no use being childish and leaving him out. He stepped inside, brushing against me. God, he smelled good. That scent was his signature, and I’d been dying for it for days.

 “Where have you been, Borden?” I repeated, shutting the door and turning to him.

 “I had some work to get around to,” he said vaguely.

 “I haven’t seen you in almost two weeks.”

 “I know.”

 I frowned at his nonchalant voice. “Why didn’t you tell me you were going to be away?”

 “Does it matter now? I’m here.”

 “Yes, it matters! You need to tell me, dammit. Where were you?”

 He turned around, looking at me with his brow furrowed. “Why do I have to tell you where I was, Emma?”

 “Because.”

 “Because what?” he pressed, his face darkening. “Last I heard, you’re my employee, and I’m your boss, and I don’t have to tell you shit.”

 I crossed my arms, feeling angrier than before. “I’m not just your employee, and you’re not just my boss.”

 “No?” he leaned forward, staring at me hard. “Then what am I, Emma? Educate me.”

 “You’re a man coming to my apartment because you want me. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here.”

 He didn’t respond. He was suddenly very upset, and under the terrible dim lighting, I took notice of the black bags under his eyes. He ran a hand through his hair and suddenly moved to the front door. I quickly stood in his way.

 “No,” I told him. “Don’t come and then decide to leave when you realize what’s happening between us –”

 “There’s nothing happening between us,” he seethed.

 “Liar.”

 Abruptly, he gripped me tightly around the shoulders, shaking me as he gritted out, “You want to know where I’ve been? I’ve been wondering what the fuck I’m supposed to do with you. I don’t know whether to fire you or fuck you.”

 “You won’t fire me,” I retorted, glaring at him with certainty. “You want me, and not just my body, but me. Admit it.”

 “You’re delusional.”

 “No, I’m just not afraid of you anymore.”

 His eyes narrowed. “Then you’re an idiot, Emma.”

 “Good. If being an idiot means being with you, then I’ll embrace it.”

 He let me go, staring at me like I’d gone mad, but I hadn’t. I was just admitting something we’d both known for a long while.

 “Then I let this go too far,” he murmured quietly, almost to himself.

 “Because you wanted to,” I replied, pressing him to admit it. “Don’t act like I’m the crazy one here. You wanted to take it far because you liked how good it felt.”

 He didn’t respond. He looked like he was desperate for an escape. He glanced over my shoulder and at the door and then at me again. 

 “Don’t go,” I pled, shaking my head. “You’re not the kind of man that runs.”

Jesus, what had happened to him? He looked completely out of sorts, like his guard was down. And angry. Very fucking angry.

Instead of going, he turned around and strode away. I watched him disappear into the bedroom, shutting the door violently like he owned the place.

 I was shaky and anxious. I stared at the door for some time, unwilling to move until my heart rate calmed down. Then I let out a breath and went to him. I opened the bedroom door quietly and found him seated on the edge of my bed in the dark, elbows on each knee, looking down at the floor. I moved to him and knelt down in front of him, taking in his expressionless face, which I knew was a façade. He was hiding his emotions, like he was so good at doing.

 “Borden,” I whispered, softly. “Talk to me.”

 His eyes flickered to mine. There was hesitation there. He wasn’t prepared to talk, and that was strange all on its own. I’d never seen him unprepared with just about anything.

“I don’t know what to do with you,” he finally muttered, sounding lost.

 “What do you mean?”

 “I mean, you’re getting under my skin, Emma.”

 My hand reached out to his face, and I stroked his cheek. He shut his eyes at my touch. “Maybe that’s a good thing,” I said.

 He shook his head. “No, it’s not. I’m not supposed to bring anyone close.”

 “Why?”

 He opened his eyes, looking gravely at me. “You know why.”

 Kate.

 “I’m so tired of being in control of everything,” he went on, his voice growing harder. “I’m so sick of being this way. Sick of being on top. Sick of being alone. Sick of pining for a woman I know will get hurt in the end.”

 “I won’t get hurt,” I heatedly stressed.

 “There are a lot of people out there that will try to hurt you, Emma. Do you want to end up dead, your body in the river, placed there just so I could dive in and pull you out?”

 I swallowed the lump in my throat. “That won’t happen.”

 “How do you know that?”

 “Because you’ll make sure of that, and so will I.”

 He didn’t look convinced, shaking his head irritably.

 “I’m not soft,” I added, angered by his doubt. “I’ve taken care of myself through a hell of a lot in my short life, Borden, and the only person who has ever gotten through to me is a man who takes great pleasure in being an asshole. Deep down, we’re the same. We came from the same place. We carry similar scars and we’ve endured. You don’t have any right to say otherwise.”

 “And what happens if you’re wrong? If I bring you into my world and I call you mine, I’m fucked. Like the drugs, Emma, I latch. You won’t go – I wouldn’t let you.”

 I gave him a sad smile. “That’s life. It’s a gamble. We take risks so that on the other side it might mean something.”

 He tore away from my eyes and dropped his head. He ran both hands through his hair, exhaling loudly. “I never wanted to be in this position again, but I can’t get you out of my fucking head. I can’t breathe without thinking about you, and I…I feel guilt over it.”

 “Why guilt?”

 “Because I reserved myself for her.”

 I nodded slowly, admittedly a little jealous at this admission, though I understood it was wrong to feel that way. I clasped my hands over his and brought them away from his head. Leaning closer, I nuzzled into him, searching for his mouth. He raised his head to me, and I softly kissed him.

 “It’s okay to feel that way,” I reassured him. “I’m not asking you to love me like you love Kate. Hell, I’m not asking you to love me period. I’m just asking that you take a step forward with me, and maybe something good will come of it.”

 His blue eyes searched mine, and for once, I felt unreadable. With that soft smile on my face, he couldn’t see that I was hurting on the inside. I was falling for him, and in that moment, I didn’t think it was possible he’d ever feel the same as me.

 Why was I okay with that?

 “You’re sure this is what you want?” he asked, looking me over carefully. “Because I swear to fucking God, the second you say yes, I’m packing your shit and taking you to my place.”

 “I’ve done well taking care of myself, you know.”

 “Not like this. I can’t afford to slip up once, Emma. If anyone gets at you…No fucking way. I need to be able to get a hold of you any time I need to. I can no longer have you looked after by just Graeme. ”

 I smiled. “Does he live in his car? Is that why I see him everywhere?”

 “No, but I’m sure he sleeps in it. He’s protective of you, you know.”

 “Why?”

 Borden shrugged. “Just is. I don’t know. Won’t let anyone take his place, but I get why. You’re fucking addictive, so it’s no surprise he’s addicted to looking out for you.”

 I bit my bottom lip. “You’re addicted to me?”

 “Don’t be obtuse. The second I heard your name, I was on to you in a heartbeat.”

 I raised a brow questionably. “Why when you heard my name?”

 “Maybe it sounded pretty.”

 I rolled my eyes. “Bullshit excuse, but nice try. So now talk.”

 He didn’t respond for a moment, silently deliberating with himself about something. I tried to think of what my name had to do with anything, and I came up absolutely short. There was zero reason, at least, that I knew of.

 Licking his bottom lip slowly, he finally whispered, “You once said to me… help is for the weak.”

 I stilled.

 What?

 “I don’t get it,” I replied slowly, but deep inside, I kind of did. My brain was making connections – important connections – grasping moments in my life that had meant something to me.

 He waited for me to acknowledge it, but I simply shook my head. No. No way. I needed more to be sure.

 “Alley cat,” I whispered to myself just then as another memory flashed through my mind. I had wondered too often why he called me that, and now…

 What the fuck have you been up to all night, alley cat?

 “It was you?” I asked, still treading carefully because I could have been wrong, though my gut told me I wasn’t.

 He smiled softly. “Yeah, it was me, and you certainly weren’t a dainty flower, were you?”

 I didn’t respond. I almost didn’t believe it. He looked nothing like the guy I pictured in my head that night. It’d been so dark, and I’d been so shaken up and scared, I’d never really taken the time to have a good look at the man that saved me.

 What were the chances? It was almost impossible to think that man was Marcus Borden, someone I’d always known from afar and had never realized I’d brushed against sometime in my life.

 “Why are you crying?” he softly asked, running his thumb across my cheek. 

 I didn’t even know I was.

 “I’m shocked,” I answered him quietly. “I can hardly believe it. I thought about you a lot after that time. When I came to my senses, I realized I owed you my thanks, but I knew I would never be able to pass it along because I didn’t know who you were. I didn’t even remember what you looked like. How did you remember me?”

 His smile reached his eyes, and it was the first time I’d seen such a real smile on him. “Because how could I forget eyes like those?”

 God, he couldn’t say things like that and not have me tripping over myself. My heart burst in my chest.

 He took my arm and pulled me to him, silencing my thoughts with the touch of his lips. Soft and gentle, he deepened it, stroking my tongue with his. Exploring me, unravelling me, all from a simple kiss. He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me up the bed, resting me on my back. He was half over me, languidly making out while his hand slowly ventured down the side of my body.

 There was nothing rough about this at all. His light touches made my body more acutely aware of what he was doing, and my pulse quickened. I breathed harder against his mouth, my fists clenched at his shirt as his hand trailed along the waistband of my pyjamas.

 “Borden,” I whimpered, just as he slipped beneath it, brushing lightly against my sex.

 He pulled back and stared down at me, his eyes lust-filled and warm. He watched me carefully as his movements quickened, and I shut my eyes.

With another light kiss, he whispered against my lips, “Marcus. You can call me Marcus, okay?”

 I nodded, kissing him back. Charged, we tore our clothes apart, and he settled between my legs, those kisses turning deeper and lasting minutes. Leaning on his forearms, he kept his weight off of me, gliding his erection up and down my sex. I shook, and my fingers trailed down his muscled back, stopping at his ass. I gripped him there, and pulled him down to me, kneading my fingers in his flesh, silently begging him to take me.

 Gripping his length with one hand, he slowly guided himself into me, this tender euphoric look on his face. He pushed in, moving one inch at a time, and I stilled, savouring the feeling.

 “You always feel so fucking good,” he murmured against my lips, brushing them softly as he looked down at me. “There’s no walking away from me after this, Emma. Yeah?”

 I nodded. I knew what he wasn’t saying out loud. He was going to make love to me, and after that, my fate was sealed. I would belong to Marcus, and that didn’t bother me at all. Because he would also belong to me.

 He thrust in and out, moving his hips in circular motions and the movements rubbed against my swollen clit, sending delicious sparks straight through me. He buried his face between my shoulder and neck, his hot breaths tickling my skin as he buried himself within me, moaning every time he filled me.

 I gripped him hard, digging my nails into his ass just as I exploded, trembling beneath him. He raised his head and looked down at me, his face radiating with awe and pleasure. Still moving with tenderness, I watched him unravel, and I kissed him, swallowing his moans as he came inside me.

 Afterwards, his head lay on my chest, and I stroked his hair. He held me like I was his anchor, this tight grip that sent tiny spikes straight into my heart.

 He wanted to be cared for.

 I don’t know how I realized it then, but I felt it. He wanted the love of a woman. After all, that was why he came back to this city in the first place. To love and be loved.

 Sort of like me, and every person who grew up feeling like they were abandoned. I may have pretended to be impenetrable, like my independence would somehow erase the needs I’d buried deep inside my soul. But Marcus changed all that. He dug beneath my layers and made me realize it was okay to be vulnerable.

 And while he was still a mystery in so many ways, and there were still so many questions lingering around us, I was willing to wait for the answers to each and every one of them. None of them even mattered to me in this moment.

 Truth was, I… I think I loved him.
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Twenty-Four
Borden

He waded into the waters. 

It was still red and it still tasted like blood.

 As usual, Kate was floating a distance away, her blonde hair swaying in all directions.

 He swam to her, but his heart didn’t feel so bad this time. There was no knife-like pain, no sadness coiling itself around his heart. There was purpose in his movements. There was a liveliness he hadn’t felt in years. He was swimming quickly, as if reaching her would end this nightmare once and for all. He just knew this would be the last time he saw her.

 Instead of drifting away, she was getting closer.

 And, for the first time, he reached out to her and wrapped his fingers around her arm. He almost felt happy, that it was finally over, that he could move on and put Kate to rest. He smiled, taking her face into his hand and turning it to him.

 But what he saw instead jolted him. He reeled back, his eyes wide open, his heart ramming harder inside his chest.

 This didn’t make sense.

 His brows came together, and a sick feeling swarmed his insides. The pain returned fiercer than before, tightening around his neck like a noose, until he was panting for breath.

 It wasn’t blonde hair swaying in the waters.

 It was black.

 It wasn’t green eyes looking lifelessly up at him.

 It was brown.

 It wasn’t Kate dead, swaying in the bloody waters.

 It was Emma.

 No. No. No. No.

 This wasn’t real. He told himself that over and over again, but he couldn’t look away from her. He couldn’t bring himself to believe this wasn’t reality. It felt like it. The pain was too real, too fresh.

 Waking up was no longer the hardest part. It was the best.

*

Marcus opened his eyes, and immediately he looked around the dark room. He was covered in sweat and…arms. He grabbed at the arms and followed them to the tiny body curled against his side.

 With a shaking hand, he pushed away the strands of hair over Emma’s face and stared at her. She was breathing. She was fine. She was…

 He sat up and ran both of his hands over his hair. It had felt so real. He thought it was real. He buried his face in his palms and focused on his breathing. He took deep breaths, telling himself over and over again, that it was a fucking nightmare. Nothing more.

 Yeah, there was nothing to be worried about.

 All was okay.

 He would protect her. He would never let his guard down.

 He nodded to himself. “Yeah,” he whispered. He had this. The future was bright with her in it. It wasn’t a black and grey void. He didn’t feel only rage and pain.

 He felt everything else too.

 A buzzing sounded out, breaking him out of his thoughts. 

His phone.

Someone was texting him at two in the morning, which meant there was a fucking emergency. 

He quickly leaned over the edge of the bed and grabbed his jeans off the ground. Digging into his pocket, he pulled out his phone and swiped the screen. His eyes ran over the text and all his self-reassurances from one minute ago vanished into thin air.

I thought we made it clear never to bring another person close to you again. We’ll get her, Mr Borden, and you will never find me. You will only think you have. But I’m smoke. I scatter and disappear. You cannot find me.

 

End of Book One





  
 OceanofPDF.com



Thank you
Thank you for reading!

Reviews and ratings are welcome and always appreciated.

 

To learn about upcoming releases you can follow me on: www.facebook.com/rj.lewis13
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