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[bookmark: _Toc432454494]Prologue
 
   Borden
 
    
 
   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.
 
    
 
   “So that’s how we’re going to play,” Borden murmured at the cell phone screen.
 
    
 
   He slipped out of the bed and silently moved to the window. He peered through the blinds and scanned the deserted streets. At this point, all feeling associated with that text hadn’t hit him. He was calm and cool, not a single part of him threatened or afraid. This was the only way he could function with fucked up situations like this. The second he let it into his heart, he would be doomed, and with that god awful text threatening the life of Emma, he was working particularly hard not to let it get to him.
 
    
 
   Fuck, if he let it get to him, he’d trash the room in a fit.
 
    
 
   He stared out for some time, holding his breath, waiting for a sign of something – anything – suspicious. The world was still. The occasional car drove down the street, offering a bit of light before fading away. Sometime after that, a group of men drunkenly walked along the sidewalk, laughing through their slurred speech.
 
    
 
   Then…silence again.
 
    
 
   The silence was a bitch of a thing and Borden didn’t like it.
 
    
 
   He moved away, glancing over his shoulder at Emma’s still frame, before leaving the bedroom. He went to the living room window and looked out again. With his mind firing out crazy possibilities, his gaze lingered on a dark alleyway between two apartment buildings.
 
    
 
   Borden scoffed to himself just then. Was it possible somebody was there now? Was the fucker behind the message that stupidly brazen?
 
    
 
   The piece of shit didn’t realize how far Borden had come, how hard he had worked and what he lost in the process. He didn’t know that Borden went through hell, tasted the flames, and burned himself inside and out just to be where he was. And now the fucker might be insulting his intelligence. No, he was insulting his intelligence by sending him a text to begin with.
 
    
 
   He stared at the alleyway harder. It was the perfect spot for someone to be in if they wanted to catch a glimpse. Was there somebody there now? Thinking one step ahead was what Borden excelled at, and in his mind, logic told him there was.
 
    
 
   Or was he paranoid?
 
    
 
   His logic lately had been muddled. It’d been disrupted and torn apart piece by piece all thanks to the soft little body feet away from him.
 
    
 
   Borden shook his head just then, trying to rationalize this. Whoever sent the text was just messing with him…and yet he couldn’t help but feel like there was a sliver of seriousness about it. That ignored paranoia was what killed Kate. With all his new wealth, he’d felt untouchable back then, and at the moment, with the city bending to his will, he was getting too comfortable.
 
    
 
   He wasn’t untouchable. He would never be, and he would never disillusion himself by thinking he was again. Bad things always found a way in, no matter how many steps ahead you were, and it was that thought alone that gave him a twisted feeling from within. Shit, it felt like his insides seized. He tried to block it out. Feelings at a time like this weren’t going to solve the problem, but fuck, he pictured Emma hurt and afraid, and that twisted feeling grew hotter inside of him. He glanced down at his hands. Tremors ran down his arms and to the tips of his fingers.
 
    
 
   Shit. Shit. 
 
    
 
   Borden returned to the bedroom and sat down on the edge of the bed. He shut his eyes and breathed.
 
    
 
   Calm the fuck down.
 
   Calm the fuck down.
 
    
 
   He thirsted for the blood of the maggot that thought he could get away with this. Borden couldn’t disintegrate right now, although every inch of him was blazing with the need to turn this city apart for answers. He was being impulsive. He needed to think first and act later. Yeah, that was exactly what he needed to do. The violence would have to wait.
 
    
 
   He turned his head to Emma and watched her for some time. Breathing lightly, her lips were parted, strands of her black hair over parts of her face. Fucking stunning, his little firecracker. Slowly the anger within him disappeared and his hands no longer shook. Always she had this affect on him. Always she managed to cool the burn within him with just one look at her. She did something to him he didn’t fully understand. She made everything bearable.
 
    
 
   Staring at her sprawled out in a peaceful slumber, all perfect and sweet, Borden knew he had no right to want her. But he made no apologies for it either. He was being selfish on purpose. Any compassionate person could see it was wrong. A good man would have realized she deserved better. A good man would have let her go to live her life to the fullest. 
 
    
 
   Only Borden was, by definition, not a good man. He knew she deserved better. He just didn’t give a fuck. By having Emma, he was putting her in harm’s way and yet… the thought of doing the right thing – of letting her go just hours after she’d given herself to him – was unfathomable. There wasn’t a single part of his being that would allow that to happen.
 
    
 
   He couldn’t do it.
 
    
 
   He just…couldn’t.
 
    
 
   The selfish prick that he was felt assured by that simple fact. Even if it meant locking her away just to have her, he would do it. His want for her ran dangerously deep; it would frighten people the extent he would go just to keep her. And that’s all he wanted to do. Keep her. She wasn’t going anywhere, and that text…well, it was full of shit. It had to be.
 
    
 
   Pulling out his zippo lighter, he rested his back against the headboard of the bed and twirled it between his fingers. With his other hand, he grabbed one of Emma’s infinite switchblades off the night table and opened it. He stared at the cheap blade, running his thumb along the dull end of it. He suppressed a smile at her ridiculous attempt at arming herself. It was akin to arming a gorgeous butterfly with a machete. 
 
    
 
   Just… adorable.
 
    
 
   So pathetically, indescribably adorable.
 
    
 
   That prompted him to glimpse at her again. He couldn’t help it. Dropping the knife, he lightly ran his fingers down her body, over the soft curves of her warm skin. He felt a stir of desire. If he wasn’t thinking so much about that damned message, he might have hardened again. He might have forced her awake with his cock between her lips. Might have taken her again, this time nothing like tonight’s soft lovemaking. He would have fucked her, and she would have writhed beneath him wanting every second of it. She would have moaned in his ear, clawed at his scalp, hurt him ‘til his dick throbbed harder, and she would have loved every single second of it. Because that’s what Emma was: hungry and twisted like him, selfish and hard like him. It only took him fucking up her life to realize it.
 
    
 
   Now is not the time for fucking.
 
    
 
   He listened to every bit of noise as he admired her, idly watching the minutes tick with this dread growing inside of him. In his need to see her, nobody but Graeme knew he was here. He didn’t even have a fucking gun on him. 
 
    
 
   He was suddenly disturbed by how vulnerable he was. He was the most feared man in New Raven, and the fucking idiot was sitting inside a dilapidated apartment building, unarmed, unprepared, and with a woman he cared for sleeping right next to him.
 
    
 
   Brilliant, dickhead. Absolutely brilliant.
 
    
 
   And all he could think about was that alleyway.
 
    
 
   It took him ten minutes. Exactly ten agonizing minutes before he pulled his cell phone out and messaged Graeme.
 
    
 
   You around?
 
    
 
   Of course he was around. That man never slept. It took not even a minute for Graeme to respond.
 
    
 
   Graeme: Always. Down the block from you in the back of my car. Why?
 
    
 
   Borden: Notice any strange activity?
 
    
 
   Graeme: Nothing from my end. I’m not in front of the apartment building. There were no spots available for parking. Want me to move?
 
    
 
   Borden: I want you to drive up the street and let me know if you see anything in the alleyway across the building from us.
 
    
 
   Graeme: And what happens if I see someone? Take him to dinner or drop him off at the park?
 
    
 
   Borden paused before he answered, a fleeting round of scenarios running through his mind.
 
    
 
   Borden: You take him to dinner.
 
    
 
   In other words: You apprehend the fucker and wait for Borden’s next instructions.
 
    
 
   In other words: Borden was going to cut every inch of flesh off the fucker’s body.
 
    
 
   In other words: Fucker was going to his death.
 
    
 
   Borden slid out of bed and looked out the window. Moments later the black Mercedes slowly inched down the street, coming to a stop in front of the alleyway. It stayed like that for some time, and then Borden’s phone buzzed.
 
    
 
   Graeme: I don’t see anyone, but it’s too dark to be sure. Do you want me to get out and have a better look?
 
    
 
   Borden: Do it in a minute. I’ll be down there by then.
 
    
 
   He grabbed his clothes and shoes and slipped them on. Then he went to the night table and grabbed the chain with Emma’s apartment key on it and hurried out, quietly locking the door behind him. It was unusually mute in the hallway as he made his way to the elevator. He took the elevator down and when he was out, the car was still stopped and Graeme was already standing outside the alleyway, peering in.
 
    
 
   Borden approached him, and Graeme turned his head to look at him. “Nobody is here, Mr Borden. Empty. I’m certain of it.”
 
    
 
   Ignoring him, Borden reached his hand out. “Gun.”
 
    
 
   Graeme removed his gun out of the waistband of his pants and handed it to him. Borden turned the safety switch off and, without another word, he walked down the alleyway.  Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his cell phone. He pressed a button, prompting the screen to light up, and used it like a flashlight, aiming it around him every step of the way.
 
    
 
   Despite his gut feeling, the alleyway was completely empty. Borden gritted his teeth, stopping when he reached the end. He really was losing his shit after all. He could hardly believe it.
 
    
 
   “What’s going on?” Graeme asked, approaching him quietly from behind. “Is there a threat?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” Borden answered uncertainly. “I can’t be sure if I’m being fucked with or…” 
 
    
 
   Or what?
 
    
 
   Regardless, whoever was behind that message needed to be found and dealt with. He looked back at the text, reading it over and over again. Who the hell did this pussy think he was anyway? Without thinking, he angrily responded.
 
    
 
   You’re wrong. I will find you, motherfucker, and I will tear you limb from limb.
 
    
 
   He sent the message and turned back around. He took two steps before he heard a loud ping coming from nearby. He stopped abruptly and followed the sound. Catching something from the corner of his eye, he glimpsed at the ground and saw something flash feet away from Graeme. Instantly, his senses were on alert.
 
    
 
   “Get fucked,” he muttered to himself in disbelief.
 
    
 
   Graeme followed his gaze and picked up the lit object from the ground, his own face screwed up. “I don’t understand.”
 
    
 
   Borden took it from him and his stomach roiled at the screen he looked down at. A shitty ass cell phone that’d been ditched only recently judging by the full battery.
 
    
 
   And one new text message sat in the inbox.
 
    
 
   He pressed the message and stared down at his own words. He wasn’t being paranoid. Fucker had stood right here when he wrote the message, and that was what, thirty minutes ago? Adrenaline surged within him, and he exited the text and searched the inbox, looking for something else. Some kind of identity on the fucker. Instead, there was another text sitting in the inbox, and the title read, “BORDEN.” The edges of his vision went red as he pressed it and read the message that made every part of him burn.
 
    
 
   I’ve watched your little lady for a while now. She’s very tasty, Borden. That body could make any man go wild. Her movements are fluid, her tits perky and just the right size. I can picture her silky black hair wrapped around my fist as I force her to look up at me. Is it as soft as it looks, Borden? Is she good with her mouth? She has a face with a bottom lip I’d suck happily while chained in my cellar. Naked, preferably. Just like your first whore was. I’ll make sure whore number two suffers longer.
 
   Have I made you angry? Are you gripping my phone a little harder? Are you seething with the need to find me? Bury me?
 
   I’d like to see you try. 
 
    
 
   “Borden?” Graeme’s voice sounded distant.
 
    
 
   Borden gripped the phone tightly, the screen already stressing beneath his grip. His vision spotted, and like a supernova, his rage burst, lighting up his insides. He took a few deep breaths – breaths that sounded like pants – and slowly pocketed the phone he wanted nothing more than to smash; a phone that was left behind on purpose by a fuck that was actually a step ahead of Borden and beating him at his own game. A fuck that just told him he wanted his woman chained in a cellar naked…Like Kate. There were no words to describe the anger within him. It was so strong, he shook. Clenching his jaw, he tried calming down before looking up at Graeme.
 
    
 
   “We’re leaving,” he told him, his voice dark and edgy. “Right now.”
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   Borden
 
    
 
   He fucking hated bikers.
 
    
 
   Soulless things, bikers were.
 
    
 
   And dirty as fuck.
 
    
 
   Borden stared at the commotion in front of him. Bikers everywhere. Self-entitled little shits wreaking havoc like it was second nature to them. All over his club, hands up the legs of countless dancers. Glasses were smashed, curses were screamed, and even a brawl broke out between two patched members that resulted in blood and two broken tables. But…why? Why did it have to get so nasty? He didn’t fucking get it. Especially when the Neanderthals reconciled moments later, laughing with bloodied mouths, like what they had just done – beating each other to pulps – wasn’t absolutely Palaeolithic in nature.
 
    
 
   Borden gritted his teeth. This was a bad idea.
 
    
 
   “This isn’t a bad idea,” he heard Hawke suddenly say, reading his mind like usual. He stopped next to him, looking too at the chaos before them. “You need them. We need them.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe,” Borden muttered in distaste. “Maybe not.”
 
    
 
   “You don’t want to take a chance. There are too many threats now, Borden.”
 
    
 
   “I’m aware of that, Hawke, so don’t fucking reiterate shit we’ve already gone through before.” 
 
    
 
   “Just repeating the facts so you don’t end up shooting somebody in the face tonight.”
 
    
 
   “It would be for a just cause.”
 
    
 
   “It wouldn’t be worth the effort.”
 
    
 
   “They’re fucking up my place.”
 
    
 
   “Think of the big picture.”
 
    
 
   Borden nearly growled as he stressed for the second time, “They’re fucking up my place.”
 
    
 
   “Chill.”
 
    
 
   He didn’t want to fucking chill. He wanted to shoot bullets and get these guys to stop fucking up his place. These savages had no idea how long it took for him to have this place up and running when he first got here. He built Owls from the ground up, and now they were trashing the club like it was their nasty ass clubhouse. 
 
    
 
   Where was the fucking respect? That was all he wanted to know. Did it even exist to begin with? Or were they feral in that aspect as well?
 
    
 
   Hearing a startled cry, he turned his head and watched a random woman get led out of the club with a biker whose grip was around the back of her neck. She looked horrified, her raccoon eyes glistening with unshed tears, her Botox lips puckered out as she whimpered helplessly. The biker didn’t seem concerned by her tears as he wiped his nose clean of whatever powder he’d just sniffed up it.
 
    
 
   Fucking medieval, this shit.
 
    
 
   “Just a biker slut,” Hawke assured him quickly. “One of theirs. Not ours.”
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe you want me to be in league with a gang of rapists.”
 
    
 
   “They’re not rapists. She’s club slut. They use her the way they want and she gets her next fix in return. Tit for tat.”
 
    
 
   “You defending this shit, Hawke?”
 
    
 
   Hawke frowned. “No, I’m just explaining it to you, Borden. If I was defending it, wouldn’t I be on that side of the fucking room right now?”
 
    
 
   “You were once upon a time, were you not?”
 
    
 
   Hawke’s face darkened. “Thanks for the reminder, but I kind of didn’t need one. I’m explaining their way of life to you, and it doesn’t have anything to do with what we have in mind. You have to keep to the goal. Don’t think about this shit. Think about Emma. This is about her, right?”
 
    
 
   In a flash, Borden pictured Emma being led out in a similar manner, and his vision blurred with red-hot rage. If anybody so much as touched her in that way, or even looked at her with wanting eyes, he’d happily decorate his club walls with their brains.
 
    
 
   “Where is she?” Borden then demanded.
 
    
 
   “Still with Graeme in the office. She hasn’t gone anywhere or else I’d have known about it. Do you want me to get her? Maybe seeing this shit would be good for her stubborn ass.”
 
    
 
   Borden shot him a glare and saw the humour in Hawke’s eyes. Like fuck did he want Emma out to witness this shit.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” Hawke added on a shrug, “you have to admit, it might shut her up for once. She’s been giving Graeme a hard time lately, asking questions, trying to get us to lay off her. I’m tempted to take his place just to keep him sane.”
 
    
 
   Borden’s lips twitched. Emma could be a headache, but that’s the way he liked her. He loved that invasion of privacy, loved her potty mouth and shit attitude. Loved every fucking inch of that tiny little body too, including the soul that sat inside it.
 
    
 
   “She could handle this debauchery,” Hawke carried on, motioning to the room with a concealed smirk beneath that thick beard of his. “She’d probably stab a fucker if he came a foot too close, though.”
 
    
 
   “I’d stab the fucker,” Borden corrected, feeling a wave of possessiveness come over him. And that was the problem: he wasn’t handling his possessive nature well. Well meaning not at all. If Emma remained in the office, he wouldn’t have to constantly look over his shoulder, babying her and everybody else that orbited her.
 
    
 
   It would end in a bloodbath, and he knew it.
 
    
 
   Hell, everybody knew it.
 
    
 
   Mostly, he was pissed that he was in this situation at all, and that he even had to think along these lines. But he couldn’t keep doing what he was doing, not when there was a genuine threat out there.
 
    
 
   Just then, he remembered that night that started all of this, and what had happened after he got that godforsaken text two weeks ago.
 
    
 
   They’d immediately left after he’d found that phone in the alleyway. He’d packed a few of Emma’s clothes, picked her up from the bed, and they drove to his place. She hadn’t returned to her apartment since, and he wouldn’t let her anyway. There was somebody out there that would jump at the chance to do her harm. 
 
    
 
   She has a face with a bottom lip I’d suck happily while chained in my cellar. That line ran through his mind every single day since he read it. He felt queasy knowing some sicko had such sick thoughts of his woman.
 
    
 
   He’d sent men out on the streets, tried to gather as much information as possible, but he came up with nothing at the end. The person truly had been smoke, scattering from sight. Borden had never come across a threat that had kept their mouth shut so long. It was exhausting, to say the least. That was why the dirty ass bikers were here now. And looking at them once more before he returned to Emma, he fucking wish they weren’t.
 
    
 
   Yeah, he would totally stab any fucker that got a foot too close to her.
 
    
 
   “I would too,” he heard Hawke mutter under his breath a few moments after he’d said it.
 
    
 
   Borden glanced at him. “Is that right?”
 
    
 
   Hawke nodded absently, not making any eye contact as he continued to stare around the room. Although that possessive nerve thundered within him, Borden purposely didn’t press the matter. Emma seemed to bring out the protective nature of all who looked after her. First Graeme and now…well, now it appeared Hawke was moulding to her presence. He wasn’t entirely sure how he felt about that.
 
    
 
   “Incoming,” Hawke then said. “Twelve o’clock. Red fireball of doom.”
 
    
 
   Borden looked ahead and caught sight of Linda. She was squeezing her way through the crowd of men, an angry look on her face. The front of her red dress and the tips of her long red hair were drenched. When she caught his gaze, she turned her body in his direction and hurried to him. She was panting by the time she stopped in front of him, her tall, slender frame shaking with pent up fury. Hawke shook too, but with laughter, and she glared at him for it.
 
    
 
   “What the fuck, Borden!” she hissed. “These men are animals! They are turning this place into a warzone! Do you know how long it’s going to take for us to clean this shit up?”
 
    
 
   “Why are you drenched?” Hawke asked. “Looks like somebody took you for a spin.”
 
    
 
   “Nobody took me for a spin, asshole!” she retorted. “But the fuckers in here seem to think I’m some club whore ready to spread myself out for them.”
 
    
 
   “They did this to you?” Borden said, looking down at her exposed wet cleavage. He could see the full outline of her breasts through her dress.
 
    
 
   “After they rubbed their stiff dicks against my hips and ass, yes, they did this to me!”
 
    
 
   Borden sighed, shooting Hawke a dark look. “Like I said, they’re fucking savages.”
 
    
 
   “I didn’t say they weren’t,” Hawke argued. “I just said they aren’t worth a bullet.”
 
    
 
   “What are they even doing here?” Linda fumed. “You could have warned me about them.”
 
    
 
   Borden looked back at her. “You’re right. You shouldn’t be here. Grab your things and leave. Have one of the men take you home. We’ll take care of the rest.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you!” she replied, her voice turning bitter. “Glad to know the only way you’ll get me out of this mess is by being sexually assaulted first. Boss of the year over here.”
 
    
 
   Before he could respond, she turned away and hurried off, angrily shoving the men that reached out to her. They just laughed it off, causing more of Borden’s nerves to twitch.
 
    
 
   “What is it with these women suddenly talking back to me?” he mumbled, shaking his head.
 
    
 
   Hawke smirked. “After Emma’s back chat, Linda has no reason to fear you.”
 
    
 
   “With Emma, it’s different. I like her filthy mouth. I don’t like it from Linda. Now let’s get the fuck out of here before I seriously end up shooting someone.”
 
    
 
   They turned just as another smash tore through the air. Borden clenched his jaw as he heard the sound of two more men brawling over a bottle of spilled beer.
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   Emma
 
    
 
   I looked like shit. I felt like shit. My hair was still damp and tied up in a bun, my face make-up less and tired. I felt like I’d been dumped here in the office, and if it wasn’t for the bowl of chocolates in front of me, I might have thrown a riot.
 
    
 
   But chocolate, right? Who can be depressed about that? I’d consumed a few pounds worth, until my tastebuds gave out and my stomach threatened to explode. And still, I tore more wrappers off and ate some more.
 
    
 
   Out of boredom, I played Angry Birds Fight on my phone behind my desk. Some dude with a flag of New Zealand was currently kicking my ass. I blamed my losing streak on my discomfort. I was seated in a weird angle in my chair, only because it hurt to sit down properly. Every inch of me below the hips was sore. 
 
    
 
   As I played, images ran through my mind of the shower I’d had earlier tonight. Of Borden’s mouth against mine, of his body pressing me against the stall as the water beat down around us. Of him sucking my tongue, nibbling at my lower lip, trailing those hard hands down my body, gripping me, owning me.
 
    
 
   I felt hot just thinking about it. Of how powerful he was. The way he picked me up effortlessly, growling at me to, “Wrap your fucking legs around me.” I wrapped them around him like a vine, kissing him like my life depended on it, waiting for him to push inside me.
 
    
 
   I should have known the asshole would tease me first.
 
    
 
   He always teased me first.
 
    
 
   “You gonna beg, doll?” he whispered into my mouth.
 
    
 
   “No,” I’d retorted, stubborn and defiant.
 
    
 
   His chest shook with silent laughter, and then he’d trailed the head of his cock against my folds, brushing it over my clit. I shook in his grip, holding him tighter. He smiled cruelly against my mouth, amused by my reaction as he teased me relentlessly.
 
    
 
   “Beg, doll,” he demanded, still quietly, but more hoarsely than before. “Beg for me to fuck you.”
 
    
 
   I dug my fingernails into his upper back, shaking all around him when he continued to glide himself along my sex. I dug my nails deeper with every passing moment. It was my way of begging him, and I knew it fed his masochism. Because his eyelids would go heavy and his kisses would become punishing, and he’d finally relent, widening my legs enough before abruptly plunging hard inside me.
 
    
 
   He’d stilled after the first thrust, and for a moment, I felt this sensational feeling of fullness. It was always that first thrust that made my eyes roll to the back of my head. The walls of my pussy clenched him hungrily, and he groaned at the sensation. My mouth was hanging open, tasting the drops of water from the showerhead before his tongue invaded it. And then he moved, thrusting faster and harder, again and again.
 
    
 
   Shit, it was always hard. I didn’t know how to like fucking any other way. He was an addiction. Terrible for my health but intoxicating. He possessed every inch of me; even my mind – the harshest critic – burned the bridges to the logical part of me.
 
    
 
   I had felt so tiny in his grip. He had held me like I weighed nothing, and I delighted at the look of his large biceps straining, those veins poking out, creating sexy lines I wanted to lick. He was delicious. I feverishly licked at him back, uncaring what I was kissing, what I was sucking, what part of him was in my mouth. I lost myself in him, crying out, teeth scraping against his hard jawline, as I came hard.
 
    
 
   “Fucking hell,” he muttered, breathlessly, “even I felt that, doll.”
 
    
 
   I just moaned in response, feeling aftershocks of pleasure consume me as he carried on.
 
    
 
   My favourite part was watching him fall apart. I felt so powerful, and at the same time humble for being that person that got to see his face crack with emotion. Right before he reached his orgasm, his lips would go gentle. He’d tenderly stroke my tongue, kissing the corner of my mouth as his blue eyes warmed. He looked at me like I meant so much to him, like I was the fucking sun and he was a planet orbiting it. That look put a lump in my throat every time. I wanted to shake him, tell him no, I wasn’t the sun, he was! And I was just the helpless little rock, getting closer, getting hotter, as I spiralled out of course and into him.
 
    
 
   He incinerated me. He made me feel alive, and I knew it was the same for him. I could feel it. I wanted him to vocalise it; to reach that limit some people reach right before they’re about to explode, when they throw caution to the wind and say shit without thinking. I wanted him to tell me he loved me; that the tenderness in his eyes wasn’t all in my head. That it was true and tangible, a fantasy made real. But he never did it. He never got pushed far enough; he was still so well in control of himself, no matter how far off the edge he was.
 
    
 
   I hated it.
 
    
 
   After he set me down, he kissed me softly on the lips and went back to being normal Borden: hard, sarcastic, serious, but still with that lustful eye when he looked at me. It left me frustrated, and it left me panting. It made me want to question his feelings, and it made me terrified to know the answers.
 
    
 
   Things were a bit of a clusterfuck.
 
    
 
   Tonight he’d been off. Minutes after the shower, he changed into a pair of sexy faded jeans and a heavy black sweater. He didn’t fix his unruly hair, didn’t decorate his wrist with a watch. I had a feeling that shit was going down, and I wondered what he was up to.
 
    
 
   “Get dressed,” he told me, his demeanour relaxed. “We’re leaving in ten minutes.”
 
    
 
   My jaw dropped at the sudden demand. My hair was still dripping from the shower, my skin flushed red, and there was a dampness between my legs I hadn’t found time to properly clean up.
 
    
 
   “Can’t I just stay?” I replied, wearily.
 
    
 
   He rubbed at his cheek, which was loaded with stubble and about a few days away from a full beard, and turned to me.
 
    
 
   “No,” he simply said. “You can’t.”
 
    
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him, fuming. “I’m really exhausted, Borden. We had a long day at the office.”
 
    
 
   “It wouldn’t have been so long if you hadn’t looked at me like a little hussy,” he replied, smirking at my unimpressed expression. “Next time keep your sex eyes directed to your computer, hmm? Then I wouldn’t have to fuck you so much.”
 
    
 
   I pretended to be angry at him and glared. It only made him laugh as he left the room, but even I had to smile at that.
 
    
 
   God, I really loved this man.
 
    
 
   Still. I was so tired, and the last thing I’d wanted to do was get dragged back to the club, which had practically become my second home. To make matters worse, the office wasn’t particularly soundproof. Now I could hear rowdy screams and shit getting smashed. It wasn’t a normal sound. Whoever was out there was fucking shit up bad. 
 
    
 
   I kept glancing up at Moustache Man – or Graeme I finally relented to calling him – who was sitting on a chair next to the door with a grip on his gun, and he was tentatively doing whatever he could to avoid making eye contact with me. He didn’t want to talk about why Borden was being a possessive asshole, forcing me to follow him wherever he went. The lead around my puppy dog neck was getting shorter every day and I was slowly losing my sanity.
 
    
 
   “I know all about the text,” I muttered to Graeme after I lost against the asshole in New Zealand. “You don’t need to go all weird, you know. You’re a bad actor. You wouldn’t even get the Golden Raspberry award, you’re so bad.”
 
    
 
   “I’m just not allowed to discuss it with you, Emma,” he replied, exasperated. We’d gone over this at least a dozen times tonight.
 
    
 
   “Why? Because you don’t want to tell me you’re planning on gutting the guy that’s threatening my life and decorating the streets with his guts as warning?”
 
    
 
   I was talking out of jest, but the look Graeme shot me was enough to make me shut my trap. He was pissed. Yeah, well, so was I. There was only so much of this being coddled like a baby I could take. It was only natural to get mouthy with the people you were forced to be around 24/7.
 
    
 
   “Your humour is too dark for me,” he remarked, shaking his head.
 
    
 
   “Well, we all know where I got that from.”
 
    
 
   “You’re meant to be a lady.”
 
    
 
   “You can remove the girl out of the ghetto, but you can’t remove the ghetto out of the girl. Isn’t that the saying these days?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know what the saying is these days, Emma.”
 
    
 
   “Guess you’re just not hip, Graeme. Haven’t endured much hard times to appreciate some dark humour, huh?”
 
    
 
   He rolled his eyes, and it was funny to see a grown ass, big framed man nearing fifty with a bushy moustache, rolling his eyes like a petulant schoolgirl.
 
    
 
   “You have absolutely zero comprehension of the hard times I have endured, Emma, and I hope you never have to,” he replied, solemnly. “And that’s why I’m here. That is my job.”
 
    
 
   I sighed. “You’re such a party pooper.”
 
    
 
   “Why am I a ‘party pooper’?” He said that with air quotes and all, looking offended.
 
    
 
   “Because you don’t know how to just relax and have fun.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not paid to relax and have fun. I’m paid to protect you, and the situation we’re in demands a certain level of seriousness that forces me to be a so-called ‘party pooper’.” More air quotes.
 
    
 
   “Boring.”
 
    
 
   It was his turn to sigh.
 
    
 
   In all seriousness, I understood the situation warranted caution. The text had visibly rattled Borden, and while I didn’t actually read it, I knew it was bad and the threat was real. I was doing as I was told because I didn’t want to be those dumb girls that defied orders and went out on their own, pretending there wasn’t a real danger in doing so. I watched enough horror movies to know they always died, and they died in the most awful way too. Like being cooked alive in a spa booth, or hacked to pieces by a chainsaw. Real fucked up shit like that, which led me to questioning why on earth I would watch movies like that in the first place.
 
    
 
   Anyway, I didn’t want to die. I liked my life lately. I was being fucked by a god of a man on a daily basis, was still free to see my friends and grandmother, still making good money at a job next to said god of a man. The only complaint was that I was surrounded by Borden’s men in the process. 
 
    
 
   Or Borden himself. 
 
    
 
   I had to be honest, it wasn’t so bad when he was around. He was unpredictable, and I always felt my pulse race in anticipation when he lingered nearby. Sometimes he’d just look at me, his face clear of emotion save for those icy blue eyes which bore into me with a lust that made me tingle everywhere. He wouldn’t touch me in those moments. Just stare and admire me the way a person admired a delicate piece of art.
 
    
 
   And sometimes he just fucked me, out of nowhere, right when I least expected it. I could be making coffee in the kitchen and find myself bent over with my cheek pressed against the kitchen counter and his cock deep inside of me. Muttering things in my ear. Biting at my shoulder. Pounding into me until I came so hard around him my vision would lose focus, and he’d just carry on until he came, marking me. 
 
    
 
   There was no consistency with him. No night time sex sessions all neatly planned out and pencilled in. The spontaneity was glorious. I loved being used for his pleasure, which was a sick admission, I knew. But…it made my body fiery hot with need. Horny Emma was currently satiated and quiet.
 
    
 
   No complaints here.
 
    
 
   “Can I know who’s down there at least?” I asked, purposely steering clear of images of Borden inside of me, working me like the strings on a guitar. “I mean, how come Linda gets to walk in and out, and smirk at me like I’m beneath her, and I’m stuck here?”
 
    
 
   “Linda is different.”
 
    
 
   “Different how?”
 
    
 
   “She doesn’t belong to Borden.”
 
    
 
   Yeah, but I bet she wanted to. She hated me, probably as much as Hawke did. Only difference was I caught her staring at Borden at times and her look was so penetrating and filled with emotion. She cared for him, and it was no wonder she was always such a bitch to me. Whereas Hawke’s hatred was immediate and without real reason, and it only extinguished in the presence of Borden. He reminded me of a stray cat Granny used to take in some nights when I was a child. She called her Joy, and I never understood that, because that fucking cat wasn’t joyful in the slightest. She scratched and clawed, growled at me whenever I was within five feet of her, and hissed like I’d burned her with red-hot oil. Yet she pranced around Granny like a lover reciting a sonnet to its beloved, rested on Granny’s shoulders at night, and purred into Granny’s ear as she was stroked in ways that if it were done by me, I’d have ended up looking like I’d gone through a fucking shredder. 
 
    
 
   Joy and Hawke would have been perfect for each other. They both just wanted to watch the world burn.
 
    
 
   “Just tell me who’s down there,” I pressed Graeme.
 
    
 
   “Quit it, Emma. You’re starting to bother me.”
 
    
 
   “I’m the one feeling bothered! I’ve been kept in the dark.”
 
    
 
   Graeme opened his mouth again when the door suddenly opened, and Borden strode into the room, with dick Hawke following. Graeme looked relieved by their arrival, and I just glowered at Borden as he rounded the desk and took my face into his hands. Without warning, he bent down and kissed me quickly. Unfortunately, it wasn’t passionate enough to wipe away my scowl. He backed away, a curious look in his eye as he asked, “What the fuck is wrong with your face, doll? You eat something you shouldn’t have?”
 
    
 
   My brows shot up and he chuckled, plopping down on his office chair.
 
    
 
   “What am I doing here?” I asked tiredly. “I could have stayed home.”
 
    
 
   “I’ve got business to take care of, and I need you here with me so we can keep an eye on you,” Borden explained.
 
    
 
   “What business?”
 
    
 
   “Private business,” Hawke interjected, looking annoyed by me, but then again he was always annoyed by me.
 
    
 
   “I’m not talking to you,” I snarled at him before I looked back at Borden. “Who’s downstairs? It sounds like a herd of elephants.”
 
    
 
   “I’d rather the elephants,” Borden replied, his amused face fading away. “We’ve got bikers here. The Warlord chapter from outside of town.”
 
    
 
   My mouth dropped. “You’re dealing with bikers?”
 
    
 
   “I wasn’t before, but now…Well, now I’m exploring my options.”
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   “For your protection,” Hawke cut in. “Not because Borden wants to. The President of the Warlords has been hounding him for over a year straight, so it goes to show how far Borden’s going for you. A little appreciation wouldn’t kill.”
 
    
 
   “Why add that?” I whipped back, pointing at him as I stared at Borden. “Why does he have to add the appreciation part like I’m some sort of spoiled cow?”
 
    
 
   “He talks to everybody like that, doll,” Borden replied on a shrug. “You know Hawke’s a dick and it’s not personal. He has a point in the centre of it all.”
 
    
 
   I ignored Hawke’s smug look and said bitterly, “And his point under that bullshit is that I need protection?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “And this has to do with bikers?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   I glanced at them all, searching for more answers, but they weren’t saying anything else. Bikers were bad. The city was lucky not to have had its share of them, but that was because Borden was here. Still, I heard things. Knew enough to know they weren’t just a bunch of jolly guys that created a cute little club just so they could ride their big Harleys around town and look cool.
 
    
 
   “I don’t understand,” I finally said. “Explain it to me. Why would bikers offer protection?”
 
    
 
   “It’s simple,” Borden explained. “I haven’t found the culprit behind the threat. On top of that, I can’t afford to have you vulnerable, and my guys on the streets have turned up nothing. The bikers, on the other hand, are better at finding people than I am. They deal, and with all their customers coming through, they’ve developed connections – very valuable connections. They know people. If I ally with them, I have a better chance at finding the threat, annihilating that threat, and making sure you’re safe in the process.”
 
    
 
   “What do the bikers get in return?”
 
    
 
   Hawke smirked, glimpsing at Borden. “At least she asks the right fucking questions.”
 
    
 
   Borden’s lips twitched, but his eyes remained cool on mine. “They get the port, Emma.”
 
    
 
   My mouth went dry and an uneasy feeling came over me. “To bring their drugs in.”
 
    
 
   “To bring their product in. Whatever product that is, that’s their own business.”
 
    
 
   I raised a brow, sceptical. He wasn’t fooling me.
 
    
 
   “Is it a one-time thing?” I asked him.
 
    
 
   “No,” he answered. “It’ll be for as long as the deal is standing.”
 
    
 
   “So…?”
 
    
 
   “So it could be forever at this stage.”
 
    
 
   “This is a strong alliance,” Hawke added, looking at me without contempt for once. “We could be impenetrable after this. That club has been owning the towns they’ve been marking their territory in for over two decades. They’re strong, and in a world where snakes hide in alleyways threatening to tear us apart, that’s what we need. Strength.”
 
    
 
   I still felt unconvinced.
 
    
 
   “Don’t you find this a little too serendipitous?” I replied, glancing between Hawke and Borden. “You get a text threatening my life, and the only people you want to turn to are the ones who have been trying to use your port to bring their product in. How do you know this President hasn’t orchestrated the entire thing just so they can have access to it?”
 
    
 
   “While that’s an intelligent guess, I know that he hasn’t,” Borden said, firmly.
 
    
 
   “How do you know that, though?” I stressed, pushing for a definitive answer I knew he couldn’t just give me. “He’s a biker and probably a criminal. How do you know you can trust him?”
 
    
 
   “Because,” Hawke cut in, his face going hard, “he’s my brother.”
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   Emma
 
    
 
   There is shocked, and then there is shocked.
 
    
 
   Shocked was what I was. The entire room fell silent, and a million more questions buzzed through my mind. I didn’t know where to begin. I stared at Hawke for several moments, and he turned away from me, as if concerned I’d read everything on his face. The guy had secrets, and judging by the way Borden didn’t react, I knew he was aware of every one of them.
 
    
 
   With another sigh, Borden inched closer to me and took my hands into his own. He brought his face closer to mine, so close I felt his breaths against my mouth. So close I was swimming in the blue depths of his eyes as he searched my own.
 
    
 
   “Stop overthinking it,” he whispered to me. “Hawke and I have gone over this, and I wouldn’t be here inviting a group of savages if I wasn’t sure about this guy.”
 
    
 
   As he spoke those words, I glimpsed at Hawke again. He just nodded, agreeing with Borden’s words, and I hated to admit that it helped ease my concerns.
 
    
 
   “Don’t worry,” Borden continued. “I promise everything will be alright. I know what I’m doing.”
 
    
 
   His gentle words were soothing. I shut my eyes and leaned into him. He kissed me gently, communicating through his kisses that all was fine. I believed it despite the warning I felt at the pit of my stomach.
 
    
 
   “Fucking hell,” Hawke cursed from across the room. “Get a fucking room or something.”
 
    
 
   Borden’s lips shot up, and he let Hawke’s words slide like usual. I kind of wished he’d be a dick to him like he was with everybody else. He pulled away, and I resumed staring into his eyes like a lovesick puppy that I was. No shame in that either.
 
    
 
   I felt a little foolish for questioning him. Of course Borden would know what he was doing, and who to trust. Why would I have doubted that for a second?
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I whispered to him. “You know what you’re doing.”
 
    
 
   “I’m touched you believe in me,” he replied, dryly.
 
    
 
   “You’re the almighty Borden, I sort of have no choice right now.”
 
    
 
   “That’s right,” he replied lightly, before quietly adding, “I like that you referred to my place as your home, by the way.”
 
    
 
   My smile stretched wide at the look of gentleness in him. “Did that make you feel all warm and fuzzy?”
 
    
 
   “Jesus,” Hawke interrupted again, “they really fucking carry on, don’t they?”
 
    
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You need Borden’s attention, Hawke? Are you jealous?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, right.” He scoffed.
 
    
 
   Tearing my eyes from Borden, I turned to Hawke. “So what’s your brother like anyway? He’s gotta be real tough to be the president, huh?”
 
    
 
   He shrugged absently. “Hector is… Hector. I’m sure I’ll have to put him in his place at some point.”
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   He winced. “He’s...he’s got a few weaknesses, particularly never knowing when to keep his mouth shut.”
 
    
 
   “Loose tongue,” Graeme added on a firm nod. “I’ve met that man. Not a big fan.”
 
    
 
   Jeesh. The way everybody looked, you’d think the man was a complete asshole. You couldn’t find somebody more of an asshole than Borden, though.
 
    
 
   As if on cue, a series of loud knocks interrupted us, signalling the arrival of a man I was suddenly itching to meet.
 
    
 
   “That’ll be him,” Hawke said, striding to it.
 
    
 
   Borden was too busy staring at me to acknowledge him. He kissed my hand before letting go and resituated himself at his desk. All signs of affection immediately evaporated. He was going into Borden-mode. Jaw locked, face impassive, lips drawn in a straight line. Borden-mode was sexy just as it was scary, and my heart jumped in my chest.
 
    
 
   Hawke opened the door and a deep, gravelly voice immediately sounded out. “Well, shit, look at you.”
 
    
 
   I watched the door widen and a tall and broad man stepped through, giving Hawke a few hard pats on the back. The man was younger than I’d have expected him to be for a President of an MC. He was probably in his early thirties, dark short hair, and a completely clean shaven olive toned face. I kind of expected a bearded man with a giant gut. Instead, it was a solid man the same mammoth height as Hawke, and for a split second, I could see the uncanny resemblance between them, but Hawke was more unkempt, whereas this man was just damn good looking all around. It kind of made me wonder what Hawke looked like underneath his dreadful garb that was his facial hair.
 
    
 
   “It’s been a while,” he told Hawke, his eyes looking him over closely. “You look like a fucking homeless man.”
 
    
 
   Hawke just shrugged. “I can’t just walk around with my face showing, now can I?”
 
    
 
   “No, I suppose not.”
 
    
 
   What the hell did that mean?
 
    
 
   “You still look like a sissy ass bitch,” Hawke then remarked, his mouth twitching at the end. “Can’t grow a beard to save your life? Shit hasn’t changed, I see.”
 
    
 
   “Fuck you, the bitches dig me how I am. You’d know that if you were around.”
 
    
 
   Something dark flashed in Hawke’s eyes as he moved to let Hector through. Then he shut the door and crossed his arms, watching his brother carefully. Hector nodded his head at Graeme in greeting, and Graeme gave a half-ass nod in return. Then the big biker looked over at Borden, and then at me. His face softened a little, amusement skirting his features as he took me in. I straightened myself up in the chair, looking back at him, not wanting to look away like my mind was instructing me to. His mouth widened into a grin before he directed his stare at Borden.
 
    
 
   “This is a big fucking surprise, Borden. I didn’t think this day would ever come,” he said, collapsing into the chair in front of us. He leaned back in it, his legs spread wide as he made himself absolutely comfortable. These were the movements of a man in power; one that didn’t fear Borden in the least. It was definitely out of the norm for me to witness, and I glanced at Borden, trying to assess his reaction at Hector’s behaviour. Borden was still a blank canvas, though.
 
    
 
   When he didn’t respond straight away, Hector glimpsed at me again. Once more, he didn’t care that he was openly ogling me, and I started to get a little nervous. I wasn’t used to this anymore. Borden was very possessive. I’d seen his cutthroat glares at men we passed, and they always whipped their heads away in fear, to the point where nobody really looked at me anymore. 
 
    
 
   This man didn’t seem to give a flying shit. 
 
    
 
   Hector wasn’t necessarily looking at me the way those men did.  There wasn’t anything lustful when his eyes roamed me, though he licked his lips briefly as if appreciating me. Mostly, he was just curious, and I understood why. 
 
    
 
   Borden didn’t just let any woman into his world.
 
    
 
   “The babe is fuckable,” Hector remarked, his eyes locked on my face. “Who is she?”
 
    
 
   “Mine,” Borden finally said, his voice hard, that backbone of authority bleeding through. I knew that tone well. It was a warning, one that wouldn’t be repeated if this dick continued talking about how “fuckable” I was.
 
    
 
   Hector chuckled, nodding at him. “Fair enough that she’s yours and all, but what’s a hot piece of ass doing in your office while we’re here to discuss business? A woman’s place is outside that door. Preferably on her knees, in my opinion.”
 
    
 
   Oh, no he didn’t.
 
    
 
   Sexist pig.
 
    
 
   My lips curled up in anger, and I glared at him. He caught the look and just smiled. It was an easy going smile – a very nice smile – a mouth full of straight white teeth that made every feature on his face glow with mischief. It was one those goddamn smiles that unfortunately had the power to put you at ease. He enjoyed riling someone up, and I was the one he was targeting. I felt my cheeks suddenly redden, and I finally tore my eyes off of him, looking directly at Borden, a man who made me feel the complete opposite of ease.
 
    
 
   Borden remained impassive. With an almost bored tone, he replied, “She’s here because your end of the bargain involves her.”
 
    
 
   “How so?”
 
    
 
   “We got a threat,” Hawke cut in from behind him, his voice suddenly cold. “So get your fucking shit together and learn some respect. The girl is Borden’s, and you’re meant to be mindful of other people’s property.”
 
    
 
   Property? Bloody hell, sexist pigs must run in the family.
 
    
 
   The tension in the room suddenly spiked. Taken off guard, Hector glanced over his shoulder at his brother, and I suddenly realized what was going on here. Hawke was the older brother, and he was giving his younger one a scolding. Obviously shitty, Hector tensed a little before smiling forcefully at him, bottling up his anger.
 
    
 
   “My apologies, brother,” he murmured. “I’ll mind my mouth.”
 
    
 
   “Good. Now we need your help to locate this threat,” Hawke continued. “We’ve scoured the streets searching for it, and at this point, we need a fresh pair of eyes.”
 
    
 
   Hector shrugged, still a bit shitty. “Why me?”
 
    
 
   “You’re good,” Borden inserted. “Very fucking good from what I’ve heard. Plus your men are loyal to you, despite acting like fucking savages in my club.”
 
    
 
   Hector ignored the dig. “What does their loyalty have anything to do with it?”
 
    
 
   “It has everything to do with it. When a man has the loyalty of his crew, it usually means he’s generally good at what he’s doing. Am I right?”
 
    
 
   The amusement on Hector’s face faded away. He nodded solemnly at Borden’s words, and I could see a hint of pride in him hearing it. Glancing at me again, he asked, “So what’s going on then? Hawke was vague about it. Said you were getting threatened or some shit, which seems fairly the norm for someone like you. You’re a fucking tyrant. I was under the impression nobody runs you down anymore as it is.”
 
    
 
   “No, they don’t. I make sure of it.”
 
    
 
   “So what is it then? I’m scratching at the walls, man. I need to know what it’s going to take for me to get to that fucking port. That’s what I’m here for, right? Let’s cut to the chase. Shit’s getting tight on my end, the cops are cracking down on my transport trucks, and I need this to happen. A-S-A-P.”
 
    
 
   “I got a text threatening her life,” Borden explained, tilting his head in my direction. “The fucker had sent it outside her apartment building, and he purposely left behind his phone in the process.”
 
    
 
   Hector crossed his arms, shooting Borden a look of confusion. “I mean, I could lie right now and tell you that’s bad just so I can get what I want. But your reputation is pretty fucking crazy, Borden, and it’s like that for a reason. I’m not sure you should be stressing over a text this much, man. What if it was a just a little shit trying to act tough and then getting spooked by what he’d done?”
 
    
 
   “Either way, I want to know the person responsible. In the rare event that I’m not here and shit goes south, I need to ensure that you’ll be there to protect her.”
 
    
 
   “To protect her,” Hector repeated, glancing at me. “Does this extend beyond this text message, in any sort of situation?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   Letting his arms drop, Hector ran a hand through his hair and let out a sharp breath. “Man, I got a lot of people to look after as it is, Borden. A whole club worth of people, to be more precise. And I get you’re protective of the girl because she’s pretty fucking hot and all, and shit, I’d be just as angry if I had a piece of ass like that and someone was threatening to kill it, but I really don’t think I should be wasting resources finding some shit who might be a fucked up teenager looking for his next thrill.”
 
    
 
   Threatening to kill it? Was I just an object to this dude? Wow, this guy really was the most sexist piece of shit I had ever met. I looked at Borden, part of me wanting to scoot over and plead for him to find somebody else to help with our situation, but I could see the determination on his face. He’d most likely just ignore me.
 
    
 
   He clenched his jaw at Hector’s words and replied, “It’s not a fucked up teenager looking for his next thrill.”
 
    
 
   “But how do you know this?” Hector asked.
 
    
 
   Borden paused. There was something he wasn’t telling me. I fidgeted in my chair, waiting for him to continue while he debated internally about something. The longer he waited, the more unsettled I became. Then he finally responded, “I know this because I received a similar text hours after Kate was murdered.”
 
    
 
   I froze, gaping at him. He wasn’t returning the look. He was all business, his eyes firmly planted on Hector. Meanwhile, Hawke was casual as can be, like this wasn’t news to him in the slightest. I was sure it wasn’t. He’d been in the loop while the I – the woman Borden had been screwing and sharing a bed with for the last two weeks – hadn’t.
 
    
 
   I didn’t know how to feel about that.
 
    
 
   “I thought you…took care of that,” Hector responded quietly, narrowing his eyes at him.
 
    
 
   My heart was now thudding in my chest, and I could hardly breathe. This had gotten a lot darker than I’d ever anticipated. Even my body was shaking as reality began to dawn on me. The same people that had actually murdered someone close to him were now threatening to kill me. I wasn’t prepared for this. Not at all.
 
    
 
   “I thought I did,” Borden murmured, his face darkening. “They were brothers. Middle-level gangbangers around the parts I’d just started buying into. They sent their muscle to me at first and wanted me to front them half the percentage of my earnings per month. I refused, like any sane fucking human being would. They kidnapped Kate as a result. It was their fucked up way of punishing me for supposedly ripping them off. I tracked them shortly after the murder, and I made them sing about it. I destroyed every part of that gang, until nobody was left standing in the end. But that text was sent by someone in the loop, someone I didn’t even know existed. I never told a single soul about that message, not until this one came through. Now does that sound like something a teenage little shit on a thrill would do?”
 
    
 
   Hector frowned. “No.”
 
    
 
   “Right. So, you want that port? This is what it’s going to take.”
 
    
 
   The biker slowly nodded in return, reflecting on his words. “Alright, Borden. This is something we can negotiate.”
 
    
 
   “No negotiating,” he retorted firmly. “You do this, and that fucking port is there for you to use whenever your savage little heart desires.”
 
    
 
   Silence.
 
    
 
   Hector took a moment to reflect. His eyes were on me throughout the long minute he was silently debating Borden’s conditions. There was a reluctance in him, like looking after me if shit went south was a bad thing. I couldn’t see why it would be. The sudden resentment in his eyes had me looking away. Appearing at ease, he’d seemed friendly. Looking resentful, he was pretty fucking scary.
 
    
 
   “Fine,” I heard him say, his voice tight. “But we’re going to talk this through, and I don’t want her in the room while we do it. Women don’t belong in here, Borden. I wasn’t raised by a pop who condoned club bitches into our meetings, and regardless of what she means to you, I’m not willing to bend the rules about this.”
 
    
 
   Club bitch? What dumbass female would want to call herself a club bitch with this fucking jerk around?
 
    
 
   This time I didn’t glare at him, though. I actually agreed! I would have done anything to get out of there and rid my mind of the words that had just been exchanged. Of Borden pretty much admitting to killing the men that murdered Kate.
 
    
 
   I made them sing. He’d said.
 
    
 
   God, the chills that shot through me were unending. Every bone in my body stiffened. I was sitting in a room filled with murderers, and the man I was sharing a bed with was probably the worst of them all.
 
    
 
   Breathe, breathe.
 
    
 
   “I’m going to fucking let that ‘club bitch’ reference slide just this once. I’m not letting her out there with all your guys,” Borden said gravely. “She stays.”
 
    
 
   “I can take care of myself,” I whispered to him, my eagerness bleeding out of me. “Graeme will be with me. I’ll be fine.”
 
    
 
   Borden didn’t look at me – didn’t even acknowledge what I said – as he repeated, “She stays.”
 
    
 
   Hector exhaled, shaking his head in defeat. “I’m only letting this slide because of what I get at the end of this, Borden. But if she stays, she’s on the list of people that knows what the rest of the world only speculates about the Warlords. You really wanna have her name there on that list?”
 
    
 
   Borden suddenly leaned over the table, his face filled with that familiar rage I’d seen in him before.
 
    
 
   Shit. Shit.
 
    
 
   “Go on and threaten her life again, Hector,” he growled heatedly. “You’re in my house now, motherfucker. Open that mouth and tell me about the list you’re putting her on so I can jump over this desk and stick my knife in your throat and watch you bleed out like a fucking animal. Do it. I fucking dare you.”
 
    
 
   My heart climbed up my throat and my stomach dropped. Shaking, I stared at Hawke and Graeme, but they were standing steady behind Hector. Graeme was gripping the gun tighter, watching the biker’s moves carefully. Hawke remained indecipherable, the only part of him moving were his eyes; back and forth from Borden to Hector and back again. I wondered if it came down to the wire where his loyalty truly rested. Would he back Borden, or his brother?
 
    
 
   I desperately hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
 
    
 
   Hector leaned over, matching Borden’s stance. His face changed. Turned darker, harder. They both looked lethal.
 
    
 
   Hector’s eyes flickered to mine very briefly, but I caught it just the same. Something lurked in those dark irises, something that suddenly made my chest constrict.
 
    
 
   With a tight voice, he finally replied, “She stays.”
 
    
 
   I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding, and Graeme visibly relaxed. Borden nodded once and sat up straight again.
 
    
 
   “Good,” he said, his voice clearing up, the rage slipping away. “Now let’s talk business.”
 
    
 
   Whatever tension there was vanished in a blink of an eye… except the tension within me – that only worsened.
 
    
 
   There, in front of me, they talked business, and it was there, I realized, I’d just been pulled into a separate world, one Borden had worked hard never to let me into.
 
    
 
   I didn’t know what to think, and frankly, I was too frightened to.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   They’d spoken for over an hour. About money, dates, the goings-on at the port, the cartel the MC kicked their drugs to, and every fucking illegal thing under the sun you can think of. I was in a state of shock, wanting to block out their words and drift away in thought. But I couldn’t do it. I listened to every single thing they spoke about, enough to know that that Borden did a number of shocking deals on the side. From loaning money to orchestrating connections for hits, the list went on.
 
    
 
   He was also a launderer. I pieced it together myself only because Hector tried to bring him into the deals. Borden refused and said he had no interest in money. It hit me all of a sudden. He was laundering his own money, bleeding it into his businesses so it went unnoticed. It explained why he would come here and start buying everything up so quickly. The one thing that wasn’t brought up was how Borden made his initial money when he returned five years ago, and Hector either already knew or didn’t care to.
 
    
 
   Secrets seemed to be well respected in the criminal world. There was no itch on either side to uncover them. Borden didn’t need to know why Hector needed the port. Didn’t care to ask what was going to be coming in. It was like the less he knew, the better.
 
    
 
   Then it was about me and my protection. All Borden had to do was snap his fingers and the bikers would deliver me to their clubhouse under their strict protection. Borden made it clear that if I was touched in any way, or hurt by any of the “savages” that he would cut ties straight away. Hector agreed, though I could tell it was difficult for him to. Yeah, because it was so fucking hard to babysit me in their little fucking nasty ass clubhouse and leave me untouched, right? Never mind that I had no say in the matter, or that I’d get absolutely no enjoyment being there whatsoever.
 
    
 
   I kind of did feel like a piece of property. I was an item in the biker’s eyes that would be moved around places when the time came, and Borden didn’t make it any better by going along with it. By the time all was said and done, Hector’s annoyances disappeared. He was visibly relaxed. He stood up from the chair and said, “Now that’s all sorted out, how about we fucking move on from this shit and have some fun?”
 
    
 
   “Go on,” Borden told him, dismissively. “You can’t fuck up my club more than it already is. I’ll be here –”
 
    
 
   “Fuck no,” Hector interrupted, shaking his head adamantly. “We just made a deal to end all deals. This is a time for celebration, and the men will want to see you for this. It’s history for our club. You have no idea the kind of pressure we’ve been under. You may be a mean fucker, but you know better than anyone else you have to nurture a good business relationship in order for it to work.”
 
    
 
   Borden exhaled slowly, the exhaustion in his eyes showing. “Alright, then.”
 
    
 
   Hector was satisfied, and it wasn’t until we were out the door, Borden’s hand gripping mine, that I realized why he’d been eager to keep me inside that office.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The club had been turned upside down. It was pandemonium at its finest. There were bikers everywhere. Drinking. Arguing. Laughing. Feeling up the dozens of half-naked women, some with their breasts hanging out, while talking casually to one another. Some of the women really enjoyed it, smiling at the attention, encouraging the intimacy. Others weren’t even mentally there, their eyes glazed, staring off into space while hands invaded every inch of their bodies.
 
    
 
   I was nowhere near a prude. I’d seen this sort of thing from time to time growing up, and I treated it with a shrug on the shoulder. I was full blown desensitized. I’d never reacted, never really cared, because kids during my teenage years did all kinds of rambunctious over-the-top shit – myself included. So I really shouldn’t have been so surprised by this, but my body cringed involuntarily anyway. All of it felt sleazy and icky. I caught Hector’s eyes on me, noticing my reaction with this smug look in his eye. I glared back, cursing him with my eyes, but that only seemed to feast on his ego, until I could do nothing but turn away entirely. It was becoming habitual at this point, the whole act of looking away from his sexist ass.
 
    
 
   I could feel Borden’s anger rolling off of him, and his hand around mine tightened. He growled orders at Graeme, and suddenly the man was standing on the other side of me, keeping me boxed in between both of them. I found it slightly ironic that Borden would be protecting me from bikers he was now depending on to keep me safe if the situation arose. I almost wanted to say something about it.
 
    
 
   “When they’re drunk, they’re not very manageable,” Graeme suddenly told me. “But they are very friendly when you’re on their side.”
 
    
 
   He was right. The second Hector announced to them their deal had gone through, the men were infinitely more approachable. None of them paid me any attention as they greeted Borden, and they did so very mindful of their behaviour. I felt my body loosen in relief. But Borden’s grip around my hand didn’t slacken. He seemed more charged, his jaw locked tight, his eyes hard. I think it really dawned on him what he’d just done.
 
    
 
   He looked like a man who’d just sold his soul to the devil.
 
    
 
   And it felt like it was all my fault.
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   Emma
 
    
 
   Cold.
 
    
 
   That’s what I was.
 
    
 
   Just…cold.
 
    
 
   I was thankful to escape the club after a brief walk around with Borden. It was a silent ride back. I didn’t look at him as Graeme drove us to his place, but I could feel his eyes on me, burning me. I knew if I met them, I’d feel that pulsing desire I had for him, and right now it felt wrong to feel that way.
 
    
 
   I feared him, and at the same time, my heart was heavy with need for him. I was so conflicted, mostly because I knew how wrong it was for me to care for him. Tonight was the first time I’d seen beyond the curtain of his…activities. He’d let me in, just like that, and it was so purposeful that I had to wonder what his motives were.
 
    
 
   We rode the elevator in silence. He had his hands in his pockets, still studying me from the corner of his eye. He sensed my mood and was keeping a distance. I was grateful for it. 
 
    
 
   Then we finally made it to his place. It was luxurious. The modern penthouse he owned was fifty-two hundred square feet, with floor to ceiling windows, half a dozen bedrooms and a kitchen that at first left me breathless in its degree of elegance; it was very ying-yang with its light marble countertops and tall dark cabinets. We usually sat around the island on our barstools in the morning, chatting while I made my “feral” coffee. Then we’d move to the lounge, another area with warm colours, but still fairly clinical. I tried to feel at home here, and it worked for a while when I was with him, but walking into the place now, I just felt out of it.
 
    
 
   It was nothing like my crappy little unit that took fifteen steps to walk from one corner to the other. The bathroom didn’t have my cracked shower head that spurted out water from half of the holes, leaving me huddled in one corner for a century just to have my hair soaked. I didn’t hear police sirens at night, or men brawling on the streets during the weekend, or the air brakes of a bus stopping at five in the morning, disrupting my sleep.
 
    
 
   My life had drastically changed, and it was only tonight that I truly realized the magnitude of that.
 
    
 
   He said something about making a phone call before disappearing into one of the rooms. I didn’t take off my jacket or even my shoes as I walked to the large windows. I looked out into the night sky, at all the stars almost entirely obscured by the clouds, and then at the river shimmering under the moonlight.
 
    
 
   A shiver wracked my body just then as I tried to visualize a naked body in the waters. For the hundredth time since I got here, the same thought swirled in my mind.
 
    
 
   Why is his home overlooking the river Kate died in? 
 
    
 
   It had been a shock to me initially, and now I was just curious. Did he think of her every time he looked out? And how many times had I watched him look out in the first place?
 
    
 
   Dozens. I answered myself. Dozens of times.
 
    
 
   I frowned and shook my head. I was tired. Everything would feel normal again in the morning. I was jumping from one thought to the other, paranoia eating me on the inside sparked by that conversation in the office.
 
    
 
   Marcus Borden was a bad man, but I knew that already. I accepted it. I just didn’t expect to hear it.
 
    
 
   “What’s getting at you, doll?”
 
    
 
   His voice startled me. I turned around and found him standing feet away from me, looking briefly over my shoulder and then back at me. We stared at each other for a few overdrawn moments. Then he raised his brows, waiting for my response.
 
    
 
   “You already know,” I finally muttered.
 
    
 
   He didn’t flinch, or react. “You have something on your mind?” he asked me calmly. “Let it out.”
 
    
 
   I sighed, defeated. “Why did you make me hear all that?”
 
    
 
   “Would you have preferred I kept you in the dark?”
 
    
 
   I went to say yes, and then hesitated. I wasn’t even sure what my answer was because of course I would have wanted to know and yet…I didn’t like what I felt after knowing.
 
    
 
   Again, clusterfuck. 
 
    
 
   “You’re close to me now, Emma,” he then said, his eyes searching mine. “You have to know who you’re with.”
 
    
 
   “And what if I don’t like who I’m with?” I blurted out without thinking.
 
    
 
   He went still, a flash of pain marring his face before he masked his emotions. That look alone made me want to quickly take those words back and kiss his pain away.
 
    
 
   “Borden –”
 
    
 
   “You told me you knew what you were doing when you wanted this,” he cut in.
 
    
 
   “That was before you admitted to murdering those men!”
 
    
 
   He scoffed at me. “Don’t be naïve, and don’t you fucking lie to yourself either. You always fucking knew, Emma, and deep inside it never bothered you. That was justice –”
 
    
 
   “Sounds more like revenge.”
 
    
 
   “Sometimes they’re the same.” He took a step closer to me, his eyes hard on mine. “You know you’d have walked the same path. If someone you loved was taken away viciously before their time and without reason, you’d have rained havoc on the fuckers responsible. Don’t lie to yourself. Revenge and justice work hand in hand when you want it to. Those fuckers didn’t deserve to breathe, and the streets are better for it now they’re gone. That’s justice, restoring balance in the world. Better justice than having them sit in a prison cell, getting their three square meals a day and a bed to sleep on at night.
 
    
 
   “Now being the personal one to put a bullet through their skulls after I knocked them around with my fists? That was my taste of revenge, and I don’t take a single second of it back. I’d do it again, and I will, when I find the people responsible for threatening the life of someone that is mine… regardless if that someone doesn’t like me.”
 
    
 
   Guilt filled my chest.
 
    
 
   “Borden,” I started contritely, “I didn’t mean that.”
 
    
 
   “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I know you didn’t. I get it. You’re frightened of me. You’re frightened of what I’m capable of, but you shouldn’t be. I’m not capable of hurting you. I feel too much when I’m around you. The mere thought of putting a finger on you in a way that you don’t deserve makes me sick to my stomach. You shouldn’t fear me. I’m the last human being on this earth you should fear. You gut me. You fucking turn me inside out, Emma. No harm will ever come to you by my hands. I’m simply incapable.”
 
    
 
   I swallowed hard at his words. I believed him. I knew in my heart he would never harm me. “In my heart I know that, but…hearing all of that tonight was overwhelming for me, Marcus.”
 
    
 
   He shut his eyes briefly as I spoke his name. He liked when I did it, and I didn’t do it often enough.
 
    
 
   “You could have told me everything without me being there,” I added.
 
    
 
   “No,” he disagreed. “I wanted you to witness it.”
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   “To give you an idea of what I do. You’re part of my world now, doll, and I’m not letting you out. Remember, I latch, and I’ve latched pretty fucking deep. I needed you to know the threat, to understand just how dangerous being with me can be. But also that I’ll go to the ends of the fucking earth to make sure nothing will happen to you. And mark my words, Emma, nothing will ever happen to you.”
 
    
 
   My heart squeezed in my chest. I couldn’t deny he’d done it for me. But… “You did something you didn’t want to do,” I whispered to him, blinking back tears. “You didn’t want those bikers in. You didn’t have to do it, Borden. You really didn’t.”
 
    
 
   He frowned and moved even closer to me. I hadn’t even realized how close to me he was until he was completely in front of me, his body nearly touching mine.
 
    
 
   Looking down at me, he explained, “The more people I have on my side, the better I can protect you. When you’ve got something to lose, everything changes. You’re right, I didn’t want to give them the port, but my want for you outweighs that. Can’t you see that?”
 
    
 
   I nodded. “Yes, I can see that now, but…”
 
    
 
   “But what?”
 
    
 
   “I guess I needed to hear it. That you care about me.”
 
    
 
   That you love me.
 
    
 
   Pressing his front against mine, he cupped my cheek, tracing his thumb along the outline of my face and to my long hair. He combed through it with his eyes pinned to the long strands running through his fingers. His warmth enveloped me, quieting my fears. I sank into him, pressing my face against his chest before he wrapped his arms around me.
 
    
 
   “This isn’t easy for me,” he whispered in my ear, running his fingers down my spine, leaving tingles behind. “I’ve never been in a real relationship before. I’m trying, and despite all that you heard, I’m the same dick that chased after you, that forced you to work for me, that scared off that lady-boy that thought he could pack cock gloves in his wallet like he had a chance with you. I did all that while trying to get my head wrapped around the strange addiction you are to me.”
 
    
 
   An addiction. I was an addiction to him, just as he was to me. It felt damn good hearing it. “Don’t forget what you did to Joel,” I murmured.
 
    
 
   “He was dining with a woman I wanted, and he had seedy intentions that would make you hurl on the spot. The little dick deserved what he got.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t want to laugh, but I couldn’t help it. I shook in his grip, stifling the sound as best I could. Pulling away, I looked up at him and saw the amusement in his eyes, but also a softness I was slowly getting used to. Like the flip of a switch, I felt better. It should have unsettled me how fast he could reverse my emotions, but I was grateful for his ability. It meant he didn’t frighten me anymore. Not in this moment, anyway. My heart didn’t care what he did. It was too busy enjoying the high of him. And maybe that was wrong, but my feelings didn’t operate on right and wrong these days.
 
    
 
   He dropped his head to mine and kissed me. It was another soft, heart melting kiss, one that made my body drunk on lust. His tongue darted out, lapping at mine languidly. He stole my breath away, sucking it out of me and into his lungs, kissing me deeper as the seconds passed. Then he pulled back, his chest rising and falling faster as he stared into my eyes with that look again. “Come on,” he whispered, taking my hand. “Let’s go to bed.”
 
    
 
   My body unwound from tonight’s events as he led me all the way there with my hand in his. Once we were inside the dark room, he let go of my hand and turned to me. He was a large silhouette in front of me, already dominating the room with his sinister presence as he trailed his eyes over me.
 
    
 
   “Put your arms up,” Borden softly demanded. 
 
    
 
   I did as I was told and he moved closer to me. With a kiss on top of my nose, he carefully peeled my top off and let it drop beside our feet. I felt his finger trail the curve of my breasts, and when he reached the middle, he dug two fingers in my bra and pulled out my concealed switchblade. I saw his devilish smirk in the dark, and he muttered, “That’s my girl,” before tossing it on the dresser nearby. 
 
    
 
   He unclasped my bra, giving me another swift kiss, this time on the corner of my mouth before he let that too drop. He didn’t cup my breasts or touch me sexually. He simply bent down and proceeded to pull my jeans off of me. I watched him with a small, inquisitive smile.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked him.
 
    
 
   “Stripping my woman naked,” he answered, proceeding with my underwear. “What else does it look like?”
 
    
 
   His hands roamed delicately down my legs, bringing the underwear to my ankles. I felt his hot breaths on my inner thigh, and for a moment he stared at my sex. I waited for him to do something, like bury his face between my legs with his hot wet mouth, grab me by the hips, or…something! Instead, he pulled away and stood back up, leaving me completely nude and…a little disappointed.
 
    
 
   Then he began to take his own clothes off, and it was never old seeing his bare torso, at all the tattoos and solid tan skin. His abs strained as he threw the sweater in a basket by the ensuite bathroom, and even in the darkness I could see the trail of hair leading beneath his jeans. By now, he’d have ordered me to do something, like bend over or get on my knees. He did nothing, though. As he started to unbutton his jeans, he caught my look of confusion and smiled at me.
 
    
 
   “I’m not doing this for sex, doll,” he told me. “Your tight little pussy needs a rest for at least another ten hours anyway.”
 
    
 
   “That’s not for you to decide.” Ugh, I actually sounded pouty.
 
    
 
   “When I pounded you silly in the shower, you grimaced because you felt some pain.”
 
    
 
   “I like pain.”
 
    
 
   He chuckled. “While that’s a fucking huge turn on, I’m still not getting us naked for sex.”
 
    
 
   “So why are you doing this then?” I wondered.
 
    
 
   “I just like the feeling of my skin pressed against yours.”
 
    
 
   My heart skipped a beat. I studied him in the silence that followed. Was he being sarcastic? I waited for something else, but nothing followed. He was being completely serious, and sadly that only made me want to get ravaged by him some more.
 
    
 
   It was purposely chilly in the room, just the way he liked it. He brought me into bed and I snuggled under the covers, my back against his front. His warmth seeped into my bones, and I sagged into the most comfortable mattress known to mankind against the warmest wall of a man.
 
    
 
   This felt right.
 
    
 
   With his arm wrapped around me, his fingers entwined in mine. For a while, it was just this. Silence, warmth, quiet breaths. It seemed almost criminal to be in bed with a naked Borden and not touch him indecently, but I liked the intimacy without the heavy touching just the same.
 
    
 
   “I really didn’t like that biker,” I finally murmured, my eyes opening. “I’m not sure you should trust him.”
 
    
 
   “What makes you so uncomfortable about Hector? The fact that he’s a cunt, or the fact he had the ability to put you at ease despite being a cunt?”
 
    
 
   I stilled. How did he know? He hadn’t paid attention to me once in that office after that biker came into the room.
 
    
 
   “I can read you better than you think, Emma,” he said, amused.
 
    
 
   “You weren’t even looking at me.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t need to.”
 
    
 
   “Well, anyway, he’s still a piece of crap, and you shouldn’t trust him.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t trust easily, but when all is said and done, Hector is a man of his word.”
 
    
 
   “Is this because he’s Hawke’s brother?”
 
    
 
   I felt him shake his head. “No, it’s partly because I’ve seen what he’s done to protect his brother.”
 
    
 
   “Like what?”
 
    
 
   Borden chuckled. “Some secrets aren’t mine to tell.”
 
    
 
   “Come on, I won’t say anything to anyone.”
 
    
 
   “You think that line is going to work on me? Has fucking me made you forget who I am?”
 
    
 
   “Tell me. I promise I’ll keep my mouth shut.”
 
    
 
   “And what do I get in return?”
 
    
 
   I bit my lip, considering that question before answering. “You get me crawling on my hands and knees to you. Sucking you off whenever you want it. You get to pull my hair, smack me on the ass, do unbelievably sordid things to me while I drag my nails down the back of your skull as you fuck me.”
 
    
 
   He groaned deep in his throat at my response, and then I felt his mouth at my ear, capturing the lobe between his teeth. I jolted in surprise before melting in him. He licked a trail from the bottom of my ear down to my shoulder and then back up again, stopping at my throat. He sucked lightly, and I let out an uneven breath, every tired part of me stirring alive. All the while, he kept his fingers entwined in mine, squeezing them gently as he tortured me with his tongue.
 
    
 
   Finally pulling away, he muttered, “I’m afraid I already get to do all that, babe. No deal.”
 
    
 
   I smiled lazily, every part of me flushed, as I breathlessly replied, “Fair enough.”
 
    
 
   I turned around in his arms and stared at him in the dark. His plump lips were up in a content smile, and for a few moments I traced my finger down the profile of his face, marvelling at his beauty. He loved my touch, and he briefly flickered his eyes shut, savouring it like a man that’d been deprived of an entire lifetime of affection. And he had been, I reminded myself. He’d lived a shitty life for the most part.
 
    
 
   I traced his profile one last time, then I ran my finger down his throat, and drew languid circles around his chest. He was solid as marble beneath my touch. I continued my lazy trek, running my finger over the bumps of his abs, and he smiled just then when I reached his happy trail.
 
    
 
   “You reach your destination yet?” he asked quietly.
 
    
 
   “Almost,” I responded almost inaudibly.
 
    
 
   I locked eyes with him as I journeyed that happy trail straight to his length. I wasn’t surprised to find him hard, but I was definitely surprised by the sharp breath he let out when I wrapped my hand around him. He was unusually sensitive, like us holding each other had riled him up more than all the other foreplay we’d done combined. It was hot.
 
    
 
   My body responded immediately. I felt aroused, felt my breasts swell and my body heat. I wanted to kiss him everywhere. I wanted my tongue swirling the tip of his cock. I wanted to eat his divine body up any way I could. I made to move down his body, to have my mouth there tasting him, when he abruptly pulled me back against the mattress.
 
    
 
   “No,” he told me breathlessly, moving his body halfway over mine. “I want your mouth against mine tonight.”
 
    
 
   He captured my lips with his, and we hungrily kissed. I felt his length against my hip and his hand between my legs. His finger teased along my folds, and I shook beneath him, moaning lightly at the sparks of pleasure he induced. The kisses turned wetter and hotter, all lips and tongue, while the rest of me buzzed with a consuming need for him to fill me. He fucked me with his mouth for what felt like forever, leaving me quaking with need beneath him before he finally settled over me.
 
    
 
   “Are you really ready for me, doll?” he panted against my mouth, his length skirting my entrance. “Because it’s going to be deep and slow, and I might take a while.”
 
    
 
   My hands dropped to his hips, and I urged him on, kissing him in response. “Yes, yes, fuck yes.”
 
    
 
   “Spread your legs wider,” he told me, his voice already turning urgent. “Yeah, like that.”
 
    
 
   I clutched him tightly as he pushed inside me. I stilled, mouth hanging open in euphoria. Always that first thrust. He filled me slowly, taking his time, pushing in all the way, that piercing rubbing me in all the right places.
 
    
 
   “Good?” he asked me.
 
    
 
   “Amazing.”
 
    
 
   After several moments of my walls hugging his massive length, he began to move, hitting that sweet spot inside me. I was wrapped in all of him. His scent, his mouth, his hot breaths and warm arms. When he groaned, the sound triggered the ache in my core, driving me closer to orgasm.
 
    
 
   His lips turned feverish, his hand slipped beneath me, grabbing at my ass. He moved faster, pounding into me with solid, powerful thrusts. His cock was impressively hard. There wasn’t space inside of me he didn’t fill. His body betrayed his control as he shook over me. His face turned slick with sweat, his other arm, resting beside my head, strained as he moved. Tingles and warmth shot through me, coiling my insides. I dug my heels in the mattress, feeling that wave of pleasure closing in. My hands moved to his ass and I dug my fingers into him, eagerly pressing him into me for more. He moved harder and I stilled, crying out as the pleasure washed over me. He stopped moving, allowing me to relish in the feeling. My forearms ached from holding him to me so tightly.
 
    
 
   “Fuck,” he groaned, “this never gets old with you, Emma.”
 
    
 
   The words sounded distant. Blood had rushed to my ears, and I was momentarily out of it. Gone. A total out of body experience. And then, as the feeling ebbed away, I focused back on him and lightly darted my tongue out, licking his lips.
 
    
 
   “God, woman,” he whispered, licking my tongue back.
 
    
 
   Moving away, he grabbed hold of my hips and sat up. Looking down at me, his eyes raw with lust, he continued moving into me. In the dark, I could see his lips pressing against each other. Hair fell over parts of his forehead, and as he neared his own release, his strokes turned animalistic. Fast and hard, he fucked me, groaning through his release but never stopping. He went and went, drawing another earth shattering orgasm from me. I moaned in surprise at the sudden wave of tingles, and still he went, fucking me until he softened within me and collapsed over top of me, his heart pounding over mine, his chest shaking at a scary pace.
 
    
 
   “Holy fuck,” he groaned. “It feels too good with you. I don’t want to stop.”
 
    
 
   I wrapped my arms around him and stroked the damp strands of his hair. His beard tickled my neck as he laid there, completely spent. He hummed in delight at my fingers now digging into his scalp in circular motions, massaging him roughly, offering him that pain but also pleasure in a different way this time.
 
    
 
   I never asked about his masochistic behaviour. A part of me thought it had something to do with his upbringing. I wasn’t a psychologist or anything, but a lot of people carried certain behaviours they learned from childhood. Still, I was extremely intrigued.
 
    
 
   When he finally moved off me, we both turned on our sides and faced each other. He stared into my eyes, a content smile on his face. “You’ve got your curious eyes on,” he remarked quietly, his voice returning to normal. “What’s getting at you now?”
 
    
 
   “Can I ask you something personal?”
 
    
 
   “You can ask me anything you like.”
 
    
 
   “Do you still talk to your family?”
 
    
 
   He paused. “No.”
 
    
 
   “No communication at all.”
 
    
 
   “No,” his voice was quieter as he repeated himself.
 
    
 
   “But they know what’s happened to you, don’t they? Wouldn’t they try and reach out to you?”
 
    
 
   “My father did about a year after I returned. After Kate had long passed and the city was still shaking in the aftermath. He came into my club and he didn’t ask me where I’d been when I let him into the office. He didn’t care to know about anything. He just wanted money from me. He said my mother was sick and I needed to help them out now that I was better off. It was the first time I’d seen him. I was shocked at first, and part of me felt this residual feeling in the pit of my chest, this feeling of…want. I wanted family, I wanted my mom back despite neglecting me, I wanted a relationship with a man that was supposed to be my adult figure in life, and I almost crumbled. Almost.”
 
    
 
   He paused, and I waited patiently for more. I was hardly breathing the entire time he spoke, mostly because I couldn’t believe he was letting me in.
 
    
 
   Borden exhaled, his face conflicted and bitter. “But then I remembered what that sick fuck did to me. Throwing me out like I was a piece of trash, telling me I was a loser, and that I would never become anything. That he hoped I’d wind up dead because it was better than supporting some fucked up kid who couldn’t accomplish jack shit in life. He’d painted my face good with bruises the last time I saw him. Remembering it all, I felt the rage surface, and I looked him in the eye and told him to get the fuck out. I told him I hoped he rotted and that my mother rotted in the ground long before he did so he had nobody but himself to beat up. That was the end of that. I never saw him again. He’s either alive right now drinking himself to death, or he’s in the earth already. Either way, I don’t care.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t respond for some time. I had nothing positive to say. He’d done the right thing shunning them. Sometimes I wondered what I would have done if my mother hadn’t taken her life away, if she’d walked out of prison when her sentence was done and sought me out. Would I have taken her back in?
 
    
 
   Some days I remembered those few human moments she had been kind to me when she wasn’t under the haze of alcohol, and I would have said yes. Other days I remembered that feeling of abandonment, how it hurt that she put a man before her own kid, and I would say no. When it came down to it, there was no definitive answer. It depended on the mood I was in.
 
    
 
   “I’m glad,” I whispered to him just then, moving in for a small kiss. I laid one on his lips and then snuggled back into him. He welcomed me in, caging me with those strong arms. We breathed in and out, our hearts beating against each other.
 
    
 
   This was where I belonged. In the arms of a man I still had so much to learn about.
 
    
 
   What happened to you? Who were you before you returned? I wanted to ask, and in my drowsy state, I wasn’t even sure I actually thought it or said it out loud. At his silence, I figured I’d said nothing. Thank God.
 
    
 
   His hand was running through my hair when I finally fell asleep. And before I’d fallen into a content dream, I heard him whisper in my ear, “I was a smuggler.”
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   Emma
 
    
 
   Almost a month passed with no sign of any threat, therefore no sign of the bikers. Things felt normal for the most part. Borden was a lot more relaxed, though he still had Graeme and a couple of his men looking out for me when I went off to do something on my own.
 
    
 
   It was morning and I was sitting in the office with Borden. He was taking a phone call next to me when I received a text. I grabbed my phone and looked at my messages.
 
    
 
   Blythe: Hey, you want to grab lunch or something?
 
    
 
   I frowned. This was unusual. Blythe hadn’t been staying in touch with me lately. I’d tried calling and had sent about a dozen texts asking how she was doing. She’d never gotten back to me. I had to call Tessa at one point to see what she was up to. Tessa didn’t offer an explanation, simply telling me that Blythe was acting unusual and I had to see it for myself.
 
    
 
   I stared at the text, running the line through my head over and over again. You don’t just ignore a friend for weeks and then out of nowhere shoot them a text to meet up. At least, that had never happened to me before. Regardless, I wouldn’t leave her hanging. I typed back. Hey, sure. Where do you want to go?
 
    
 
   She responded back with the name of a café we used to eat at.
 
    
 
   I’ll be there.
 
    
 
   Within seconds, my phone pinged again. Great! I look forward to a catch up =)
 
    
 
   I placed the phone face down on the desk but stared at it for some time, trying to untangle her motives for texting.
 
    
 
   “What is it, doll?” Borden asked me after he got off the phone. “You’ve got your weird frown on.”
 
    
 
   “Blythe wants to have lunch with me,” I answered thoughtfully.
 
    
 
   “Hallelujah to the non-existent friend suddenly acting like she hasn’t ignored you for weeks.”
 
    
 
   I shrugged half-heartedly. “I can’t just tell her no. Maybe something’s wrong with her.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, maybe she’s just a crap friend.”
 
    
 
   “She’s not. Have the benefit of the doubt.”
 
    
 
   His lips shot up. “You’re too fucking nice sometimes, Emma.”
 
    
 
   I looked back at him. “Then we balance each other out well because you’re a dick sometimes.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah?”
 
    
 
   “A total dick.”
 
    
 
   “You’re making my dick hard right now.” He looked me over, those blue eyes growing warmer as he took in my skirt and form fitting button up shirt.
 
    
 
   “No,” I snapped at him, pointing my pen at his face. “Do not look at me like that.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not touching you,” he argued. “I can fucking look at you.”
 
    
 
   “With eyes like those, I feel touched. Work needs to be done. You can’t just fuck me in the middle of the day anymore. There needs to be boundaries. I feel like a paid hooker when you screw me on the job.”
 
    
 
   “Calm down, psycho. Like I said, I’m not touching you right now. I’m just admiring my merchandise.”
 
    
 
   I nearly coughed at his words. “Your merchandise? You’ve been spending too much time with Hawke, haven’t you?”
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   “That’s totally sexist, Borden!”
 
    
 
   He smirked, leaning back in his chair as he continued to ogle my breasts. “Don’t go all feminist on me, baby. You like to be objectified by me. Admit it.”
 
    
 
   “No,” I lied, turning to my computer. “I do not.”
 
    
 
   “Bullshit. You like me talking dirty to you too. Like me telling you I want you on my lap right now. Want your sweet little ass riding me –”
 
    
 
   “Borden!” I hissed. “Enough!”
 
    
 
   I could hear him laugh at me, and I fumed, throwing my pen at his face. To my dismay, he caught it. I cursed under my breath and resumed ‘working’, which consisted of staring at the screen wondering what else he would do and wanting that pen back because I didn’t have any others on my desk (it wasn’t the first time I’d thrown a pen at him).
 
    
 
   “Come here,” he finally said after several silent minutes.
 
    
 
   “No,” was my stubborn, haughty reply.
 
    
 
   “I want to touch you now.”
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   “Come here, doll.”
 
    
 
   I pretended not to hear him.
 
    
 
   “Emma, don’t ignore me.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not going anywhere near you, Borden. You’ll end up with your tongue in my mouth and your dick inside me.”
 
    
 
   “In other words, I’ll fuck you and you’ll like it.”
 
    
 
   “I like working more.”
 
    
 
   “Work doesn’t give you an eight inch cock in your pussy.”
 
    
 
   I gasped. “Borden! Enough.”
 
    
 
   He smirked. “I just want to touch you.”
 
    
 
   I laughed sarcastically. “Sure, you do.”
 
    
 
   “I promise I won’t fuck you,” he said. “Come here.”
 
    
 
   With a defeated sigh, I got up and went to him. His black sleeves were pulled up, his tattoos on full display. Fuck, this guy was hot with his arms exposed. Such a tank. As I neared, he wrapped his strong hands around my hips and pushed me to the edge of his desk.
 
    
 
   “Sit down,” he told me softly.
 
    
 
   I sat on the edge and he stood up. He rested his hand on either side of me, caging me in with his arms, and leaned down to my level. His face was inches away. He smirked at my guarded expression, and I fought within not to get swept up by those glowing blue eyes. It was a deep kind of blue. Navy blue, but bright at the same time.
 
    
 
   “Look at those tense shoulders,” he murmured. “Have I pissed you off?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I replied.
 
    
 
   “How badly?”
 
    
 
   “Very badly.”
 
    
 
   “Ask me to kiss your anger away.”
 
    
 
   I hesitated. Always demanding shit out of me, this guy. 
 
    
 
   “Come on, doll,” he pushed. “Ask me to kiss away your anger.”
 
    
 
   I licked my lip and his eyes dropped to my mouth at the act. His lids lowered as he pinned me with his demanding stare. I deliberately waited several moments, until his face flashed with something dark. He hated waiting, and I loved winding him up. We made a great couple.
 
    
 
   “Kiss away my anger,” I told him, already feeling my stomach tighten and my heart jump. 
 
    
 
   That dark look didn’t go away as he closed in on me. He kissed me, and his lips worked deceptively soft against mine. I purposely kept my lips closed, fearing his tongue, because it was always that tongue that unravelled me. I needed to focus –
 
    
 
   His tongue licked at my bottom lip and I sagged against him, opening my mouth immediately. I let him in, getting lost in the taste of him. He was too damn good of a kisser, and I was weak. You couldn’t blame me for it. I wrapped my arm around him and deepened the kiss, feeling the heat of him all the way down to my toes. His tongue searched my mouth familiarly, lapping against my own tongue, filling me with his taste. His movements sparked feverish tingles down my stomach and between my legs. I ached for more than just a kiss. I wasn’t angry anymore. I was nothing but a ball of tingles and needs that only he could gratify. My arms slid down his back and to his hips. I tried pulling him to me. Maybe he could grind me to orgasm without sticking his dick inside me. 
 
    
 
   He pulled away abruptly, his chest rising and falling fast. “Roll your skirt up,” he told me in a low breathless voice.
 
    
 
   Without pause, I grabbed the hem of my skirt and pushed it up over my hips, revealing my white thin underwear to him.
 
    
 
   “Spread your legs.”
 
    
 
   I spread them for him and kept my eyes pinned to his face. I didn’t want to look at the sight of me. I was flushed and unsteady, milking his orders with everything inside of me because I needed those fucking orders like my next breath. I didn’t know what he was going to do, and I waited with bated breath for him to unzip himself and fuck me. Instead, he dropped back down to his chair and stared between my legs.
 
    
 
   At the look of his tongue darting out to wet his bottom lip, my heartbeat faster. Seconds passed that stretched to infinity, but he didn’t touch me.
 
    
 
   “Borden,” I whispered needily.
 
    
 
   He looked up at me. “Yeah, doll?”
 
    
 
   “Do something.”
 
    
 
   “What do you want me to do? You told me not to fuck you. We’re in a bit of a bind, hmm?”
 
    
 
   I didn’t respond, and my cheeks grew hotter as his stormy eyes returned to my centre. My lips parted to tell him to ditch what I said and just take me, but then there was that annoying smug look he’d give me afterwards that said, “baby, you always crumble for me” and I didn’t want to goddamn crumble again. This was a battle of pride I was failing. For once I needed a victory, goddammit.
 
    
 
   “Borden,” I whispered again, wetting my lips in a deliberate slow move. 
 
    
 
   “Emma,” he returned, gazing at my lips, “say the word, and I’ll fuck you.”
 
    
 
   My eyes narrowed and he smiled, but it was half of a smile really. He was more concerned with the fact my legs were still parted and he wanted it badly. I almost thought he’d fold, and to piss him off, I grabbed my lacy underwear and tugged it off, lifting my ass off the desk for second to slide it down my legs. 
 
    
 
   He exhaled slowly, his face contorting like he was in physical pain at what I’d done. “You little slut,” he half-groaned.
 
    
 
   “Your slut,” I replied smugly, throwing my underwear at his chest.
 
    
 
   It landed there and he took it in his hand and squeezed it. “Fucking filthy bitch, taunting me.”
 
    
 
   “I’m just spreading myself for you. Showing you your merchandise.”
 
    
 
   He chuckled deep. “You think you’re going to win, don’t you? I have more willpower than you, doll. I’ve been without sex a very long time before you. I’ve mastered blue balls.”
 
    
 
   “But have you mastered blue balls with me around?”
 
    
 
   He went quiet, deliberating my question. “No,” he admitted slowly with a ghost of a smile. “I haven’t. I think I fucked you in my mind with my hand around my dick a thousand times in the start, and now that I’ve got a taste of that fine little pussy, I’m pretty fucking whipped.”
 
    
 
   “So end the misery.”
 
    
 
   His jaw ticked. “Beg first.”
 
    
 
   Fuck, he was impossible. “No,” I gritted out.
 
    
 
   He exhaled slowly, running an exasperated hand through his thick hair. I saw something flash in his expression, a look of surrender perhaps, and I thought he’d crumble right there and then…Until the phone started ringing next to me. Fuck. We locked eyes again, his ravenous need for me evident in the lust that lurked there. To my surprise, he reached for the phone and, feeling uncertain, I went to close my legs. He darted his eyes back to mine and barked, “Don’t. Keep them spread or you’ll be sorry.”
 
    
 
   Before I could respond, he answered his call and spoke in clipped tones. I kept my legs spread. My cheeks burned as he spoke, staring between my legs, his bottom lip still gloriously wet. He moved his chair closer to where I was, and his hand shot up. I felt his fingers glide up my inner thigh, moving at a snail’s pace to my centre. The second he reached my heat, my head fell back. He rubbed my pussy gently, sparking a fire unhurriedly, and away he spoke, his voice giving nothing away, as he felt my bare flesh. I trembled, biting my bottom lip hard as he rubbed his fingertips along my sex, stopping at my clit. He pressed circles into me, and I shook at the sparks that flew up my body, causing me to moan lightly. God yes, this is what I love. This is what I need.
 
    
 
   He fidgeted in his chair, pursing his lips in a tight line as he continued to rub me. His finger rimmed my entrance. He slowly pushed his finger in, watching the way my face twisted at the pleasure. He moved in slowly, and every time he pulled his finger out, he used my wetness to rub circles around my clit. I gripped the edge of the desk and moaned again, this time louder. My hand shot over his and I tried to hurry him along, but he resisted against my touch. I dug my nails into his wrist as the pleasure built. Fuck, it was too good.
 
    
 
   “I gotta go,” he abruptly spoke into the phone, his voice low and thick. “Call me later.”
 
    
 
   He slammed the phone down and pulled his finger all the way out. He then gripped my jaw and forced me to look down at him. “Tell me what you want,” he demanded, his voice low and hard. I was in a daze still, my body wound up unbearably tight. He stuck his finger between my lips, the same finger that was inside me, and raised his brows. “Don’t make me fucking repeat myself, Emma. I’m fucking bursting here. What do you want?”
 
    
 
   “I want you.” 
 
    
 
   “To do what? To fuck you? Eat you out? What?”
 
    
 
   “Eat me out.”
 
    
 
   His lips went up. “Fuck, your mouth alone gets me hard.”
 
    
 
   Before I could say another word, he grabbed my legs with both hands and buried his face between them. He slowly trailed his tongue along my sex and I buckled at the hot feeling, whimpering aloud at the pleasure that warmed every part of me. I shook and he only held me tighter, sucking at my swollen flesh, lapping his tongue in strategic strokes, igniting that fire until I could hardly take it.
 
    
 
   My hands shot to his head, and I gripped his hair, pulling at the strands as he continued to tongue-fuck me. My eyelids went heavy, and I stared down at him, this broad shouldered man, two times my size, digging his fingers painfully into my legs as he drew white hot pleasure out of me.
 
    
 
   “Marcus,” I chanted, scratching at his skull. “Marcus.”
 
    
 
   He groaned in return, sucking the bundle of nerves until I seized all movement. A wave of spine tingling pleasure coursed through my body. I moaned through it, unaware of how loud I was and frankly not caring either. He continued to lick me, drawing out my orgasm, leaving me panting and, strangely, still aroused.
 
    
 
   He pulled away from me and stood up. His arms caged around me again. I was still in a daze when he crashed his mouth against mine, forcing his tongue between my lips, soaking me with his taste mingled with mine. My arms darted around him, and I pulled him to me, urgently wrapping my legs around his hips. His hands grabbed at my clothes. He pulled my top out of my skirt and ran his under it, grasping at my bare skin. He kissed me roughly like that, pressing me flush against his body, against the hard ridge of his cock. I palmed it and he hissed, rolling his hips into my hand. I wanted him. I wanted him inside of me.
 
    
 
   “Marcus,” I found myself begging, squeezing his length, “please.”
 
    
 
   “Please what?” he groaned in return, viciously pressing himself against my hand.
 
    
 
   God, even when he was horny he had to win. “Please, fuck me. Please.”
 
    
 
   “Fuck, that sweet little mouth.”
 
    
 
   With a hand behind my head, he kissed me desperately, touching me everywhere with his heat and body. With shaky fingers, I unzipped his pants, about to slip my hand in when he abruptly stepped back. He cut the kiss off in a flash of a second. Still hovering near me, I opened my eyes to find his devilish smirk inches away from my lips.
 
    
 
   “Too late,” he murmured. “You should have begged sooner.”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “I’m already pressed for time.”
 
    
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
    
 
   He picked up my underwear and slipped it back on, all the while I gaped at him with confusion. He chuckled, amused by my misery. I didn’t get it. He was rock hard and obviously sexually frustrated. His chest was heaving, his eyes were wide and dazed.
 
    
 
   “You clearly want it, Borden.”
 
    
 
   “Of course I want it.”
 
    
 
   “Then fuck me. You don’t have to be anywhere right now. Everybody waits on you anyway. Please.”
 
    
 
   “Goodness, doll, look at all this begging.” He leaned forward, delivering a swift lick across my lip before pulling back again. “A promise is a promise, though, and I promised not to fuck you.”
 
    
 
   My jaw dropped. Unbelievable. He had gotten what he wanted, reduced me to a begging mess, and then pulled away because of a promise? I crossed my arms. “What if I slapped you?”
 
    
 
   He collapsed back into his chair and raised his eyebrows at me. “What about it?”
 
    
 
   “You’d want it, wouldn’t you?”
 
    
 
   “I want it with you all the time, slap or not. A bit of pain is just an extra side dish to an already tasty meal. Not required.”
 
    
 
   I looked down at my nails, avoiding his eye as I asked, “I thought you needed it.”
 
    
 
   I could feel his deep stare on me. “Needed it how?”
 
    
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know. Just…needed it.”
 
    
 
   He was quiet for a few moments and then a deep laugh sounded out. “Jesus, you think I like the pain because I have some sort of psychological issue? You think it’s mommy problems or something?”
 
    
 
   I looked back at his amused face. “I’ve never been with a guy who loves it as much as you, that’s all. It made me wonder if something happened, you know, when you were young. You’ve already told me how shitty your upbringing was.”
 
    
 
   “I was beaten, but I wasn’t sexually abused, doll. I also didn’t stumble upon a fuck-fest with kinky whips involved. I have no scars from the past to explain why I like a little pain.”
 
    
 
   “Then why do you like it?”
 
    
 
   He idly scratched at his thickening beard, deliberating the question. “I like the adrenaline. I like the way my blood pumps faster. I like the feel of the sting mixed with the pleasure. I like when a woman has to be rough to get what she wants. They’re simple triggers that get me hornier. That’s all.”
 
    
 
   “That’s all.”
 
    
 
   “Wish I was a bit more damaged, do you?”
 
    
 
   “Would explain why you’re an asshole.”
 
    
 
   “You love it.”
 
    
 
   I slid off the desk and bent over, resting my hands on the arms of his chair. I leaned into him and took his lips against my own. “I love it more than you realize,” I whispered as I pulled away.
 
    
 
   He abruptly grabbed me and forced me down on top of him, my back against his front, my ass on his hardened groin. He groaned as I pressed into him, and his hands slid up my front, unbuttoning a few buttons and slipping a hand inside. He palmed my breast and squeezed while his other hand gripped my hip. He grinded my ass against his dick again and cursed against my ear.
 
    
 
   “You’re so turned on, it’s disgusting,” I remarked.
 
    
 
   “Mm,” was all he groaned.
 
    
 
   I rested my head on his shoulder and his face turned to my exposed throat. He sucked feverishly at my skin, licking me while he forced another grind against his length.
 
    
 
   “You are positively the sexiest thing I have ever seen, touched, and fucked,” he told me solemnly.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” I replied uncertainly. “Haven’t you seen the kind of women that throw themselves at you?”
 
    
 
   “I see nobody but you, Emma.” His voice was breathless as he rocked me against him. “Just you. It’ll always be you.”
 
    
 
   I shut my eyes so he wouldn’t see them glisten. I’d never wanted the love of a man more than Borden. I loved this man. God, I loved him so much.
 
    
 
   “Use me,” I moaned. “Please.”
 
    
 
   He grinded me against him. “Give me your mouth.”
 
    
 
   I turned my head to him and greedily kissed him. He sucked my bottom lip and ravaged my mouth. Tongue and sucks, and more grinds against his brick length. He squeezed at my breast, tugging on the nipple through my bra and I breathed harshly against him as jolts of tingles flooded through me.
 
    
 
   His phone rang again, and he growled in frustration and dropped his hands. “This is unfortunate.”
 
    
 
   “Fuck the call.”
 
    
 
   “I’ve got business. Hop up, doll. I’ll fuck you to oblivion later.”
 
    
 
   I slid off of him and, before I took my first step, he landed a smack against my ass and groaned. “Perfection.”
 
    
 
   I smiled and shimmied my ass in front of his face. His eyes went so dark, I laughed. 
 
    
 
   Yeah, he was it for me.
 
    
 
   *
 
   I had re-done my make-up and straightened up my clothes when I walked out of the office for lunch. Graeme drove me to the café.
 
    
 
   “Don’t leave,” he told me firmly before I stepped out. “I’m going to know about it, and don’t think of sneaking away either.”
 
    
 
   “Why would I do that?” I replied, shooting him a look. “What part of me would think of sneaking out of the restaurant, Graeme?”
 
    
 
   “I’m just saying, Emma. Young ladies can be unpredictable. Your minds fill with silly defiant thoughts. You do something silly and you’re not only putting yourself in danger, but you’re ensuring my demise. Borden would kill me if something happened to you, and I wouldn’t forgive myself either. Understand?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Mein Fuhrer,” I retorted, stepping out.
 
    
 
   He frowned. “I’m serious, Emma.”
 
    
 
   I bent down to meet his serious gaze with one of my own. “Honestly, I’m not as dumb as I must obviously look to you. Don’t worry, party pooper, I won’t run away to a Cuban ranch with pool boy Estefan.”
 
    
 
   Despite my sarcasm, his face relaxed. “Good.”
 
    
 
   I smiled and slammed the door shut. I knew Graeme wasn’t worried about Borden harming him if I did something stupid. Deep inside he genuinely cared for my wellbeing, and I supposed that came with the territory when two people were forced around one another so long.
 
    
 
   I walked into the café and looked around. I spotted an arm in the air and a hand waving back and forth. It was Blythe. I quickly walked to her table in the far back, smiling broadly as I approached. That smile soon wavered when I took a good look at her. I didn’t like what I saw. She didn’t look like the normal Blythe who cared about her appearances. Her blonde hair was tied up in a loose bun at the top of her head. She had on a baggy purple tunic with a pair of black tights, but they were dimpled like she’d slept in them. She was tired, and her usual glow was gone. I wondered if she’d just had a crazy night and was recovering from a hangover, though I couldn’t imagine her doing something like that on a weeknight.
 
    
 
   We hugged (she wore no perfume) and sat down. Shortly after a waitress came by and we ordered our meals. The entire time Blythe was reserved, looking between me and her table with an uneasy look. I wasn’t in the mood to dance around.
 
    
 
   “You alright?” I asked her.
 
    
 
   She shrugged, looking despairingly down at her pink fingernails. “Cutting to the chase, huh?”
 
    
 
   “I can tell when something isn’t right, and I don’t want to pretend everything is until you drop the bomb on me.”
 
    
 
   She sighed. “Yeah, you’re right. I’ve been a real shit to you, haven’t I?”
 
    
 
   “You haven’t been answering any of my phone calls, or my texts. I’m a little upset, sure, but I can understand if life gets in the way.”
 
    
 
   “I’ve been cut off from my phone providor. That’s why I haven’t gotten back to you. It’s why I had to call you from work.”
 
    
 
   My brows shot up. “You’re that behind on your payments?”
 
    
 
   She nodded, glancing at me with her sad eyes. “Yeah. Things aren’t going very well on my end, and I fucking hate doing this right now, because you know me and you know all about my stupid pride, but…I’m close to getting evicted and…”
 
    
 
   She was struggling, and my heart tightened in my chest as I began to realize how fraught with nerves she was. I leaned over the table and settled my hand over hers.
 
    
 
   “How short are you on rent?” I asked her gently.
 
    
 
   Her eyes glistened. “Around two hundred.”
 
    
 
   “And how much are you short on your phone bill?”
 
    
 
   “With all the late fees, I don’t know, a hundred and thirty? Something like that.”
 
    
 
   “Done. We’ll walk down to the ATM after we eat and I’ll float you. Alright? I got a nice nest egg going.”
 
    
 
   She blinked rapidly, looking at me in surprise. “I’m not asking for the lot of it. I don’t want to make you go broke on me, Emma.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not going broke. If I didn’t have the money, I wouldn’t be able to do this.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll pay you back, I promise.”
 
    
 
   “Consider this one time a gift.”
 
    
 
   She sucked in a breath, and when she released it, her whole body gave out. She sank into her chair, looking like the weight on her shoulders had disappeared.
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Em,” she told me sincerely. “I was losing my mind, you know? Denny’s place is going under, and I’ve been looking for jobs. Remember that dude I slept with a long while back? The Adonis –”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, the mafia-looking one or some shit.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, well he called me before my phone went out, and I told him about my job situation. He offered me some job at a titty bar somewhere shitty, and he said I’d get great tips, but at the time I scoffed at it like it was beneath me. I feel like an idiot now because I’ve fallen so far behind on everything. I keep thinking I should have just taken it. Talk about desperate, huh? Because I’d still take it right about now. My shifts at the diner have been officially cut in half. Tessa’s working it alone some days, and the food’s shit with half the people in the kitchen now, so nobody’s really coming around. Not even seedy John these days. Can you believe that? You got out just at the nick of time.”
 
    
 
   I frowned, feeling suddenly protective over her. “Don’t take that job, Blythe. If he offered it to you again, I mean, just say no.”
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   “Because there must be something else out there.”
 
    
 
   She shrugged. “You know that’s not true. Besides, a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do, Em. You know that. All we have is ourselves to depend on, and if that means flashing my tits while serving drinks, I’ll do it.” Her eyes brightened at the thought as she added, “I’ll do it happily. Anything to get me out of this mess.”
 
    
 
   Instead of begging her not to, I kept my lips shut. I understood her desperation. Who was I to tell her no? You’d do things you never thought you’d see yourself doing when it came to a roof over your head and a morsel of food down your throat. It was just… I didn’t expect her to look like this. Even at my worst, I still tried to look presentable, and she was always more of a fashionista than me.
 
    
 
   “It’s crazy how fast shit goes downhill,” she went on. “One minute you got a little bit of money tucked away and a job you think is pretty secure because you’ve been at it for a long time. Then it just gets snatched away from you, and you end up begging your best friend for money.”
 
    
 
   I shot her a weak smile. “To be fair, you didn’t beg.”
 
    
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I was about to.”
 
    
 
   “Honestly, Blythe, it’s not that big of a deal. If anything, you should know asking for money wouldn’t put a strain on our friendship, and I would never consider it begging.”
 
    
 
   “Then you’re a damn good friend,” she replied, swallowing hard. “I asked Tessa for some help last week, and the second I did it, she shot me down, which I understood. I mean, I get it completely. But since then things have been weird, like she’s avoiding me as if she expects I’ll hound her for money again or something. God, everything’s pretty fucked up in my life right now.”
 
    
 
   She looked down at the table, avoiding my gaze. It was hard to find my best friend the opposite of her usual upbeat self. I didn’t want to give her hope now, but I would ask Borden if there was any possibility we could employ her somewhere. Maybe he had a position available at one of his restaurants or something. I felt bad for her, like she was somehow my responsibility and I needed to make sure she was as happy as I was. I loved the chick.
 
    
 
   Our food arrived, and she dug into her sandwich. I ate half of mine, and while I was still a little hungry, I placed the other half on her plate.
 
    
 
   “You need to eat too,” she scolded me, though I could see her spirits soar at more food. “Don’t take pity on me, Em.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not. I’m having dinner at my grandmother’s house tonight and I need as much space in my stomach as possible. She gets pissed when I don’t eat everything.”
 
    
 
   Blythe laughed. “Sounds like my kind of grandmother. Tell her I said hi.”
 
    
 
   “She probably won’t even hear me.”
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   “Borden will be there too.”
 
    
 
   Blythe stopped eating mid-bite. Her eyes popped out of her face as she looked at me in horror. “Are you serious? She hates him. How the fuck did that end up happening?”
 
    
 
   “She wants to meet him.”
 
    
 
   And she didn’t give me much choice in the matter. She’d nearly had a heart attack after learning I’d been living at his place for a while. She’d said it was too soon, and I couldn’t exactly let her in on the whole situation with the text, otherwise she really would have died right there on the spot. I was fucked. Enormously. Because Borden wasn’t a warm and sweet kind of guy. It was going to be a disaster.
 
    
 
   “Maybe she’ll like him,” Blythe said, though I could see the doubt in her eyes.
 
    
 
   “She’ll loathe him,” I replied frowning. “And he’s going to love it.”
 
    
 
   Borden had tunnel vision. All he cared about was me. He barely gave anybody the time of day. If you were against him, he simply didn’t give a fuck. Even if you were a sweet old lady. This was going to be interesting.
 
    
 
   When I finished my first sandwich, I excused myself to go to the toilet. It was halfway there I noticed a familiar face seated a short distance from our table. In direct view of us, Hawke was spread out on his chair, arms crossed, eyes firmly focused on mine. I stopped immediately, my heart skipping a beat in my surprise.
 
    
 
   What the hell was he doing here? He never followed me.
 
    
 
   Feeling irrationally angry, I stomped to him, my own arms crossed, a deep angry frown on my face. I stopped in front of him, and for a split second I took in the sight of him. He looked like a creepy vampire or something, dressed all in black, his long dark hair loose around his shoulders, his face particularly pale today like he’d been deprived of sunlight. My eyes then dropped to the table and at the strawberry sundae he’d half demolished. “You like strawberry sundaes?” I blurted out, my brows furrowed. “Like, what the fuck?”
 
    
 
   With that gravelly voice of his, he retorted, “What’s wrong with a strawberry sundae?”
 
    
 
   Well, you’re a two hundred and thirty pound man – minimum – and you look like a fucking sun-deprived vampire feasting on a strawberry sundae! What was not wrong with that picture?
 
    
 
   Instead of saying that though, I just shook my head. “Why are you here, Hawke? I have Graeme and a whole brigade of men around the street as it is. I don’t need a babysitter in here.”
 
    
 
   “Just following orders,” he simply replied.
 
    
 
   “Since when has Borden told you to follow me?”
 
    
 
   He didn’t respond, opting instead to just stare at me with his dark eyes. They reminded me of his brother too much, and I felt a strange chill dart down my spine. I didn’t know much about Hawke, had never cared to in all honesty. He loathed me and he’d made no effort concealing that the entire time I’d worked for Borden. But after seeing his brother and the strange interaction they’d had with one another, I was suddenly a little curious about him. Maybe part of me didn’t think he was all that trustworthy knowing he was tied in with the bikers.
 
    
 
   “Don’t have anything to say?” I pressed, leaning forward as I glared at him. “So you insult me any chance you get in the office, but now that we’re alone, you’re suddenly a mute?”
 
    
 
   He still didn’t respond. Those dark eyes continued to peer into my own. He wasn’t going to back down, and I didn’t want to either. I could have had this staring contest all day if I wasn’t in the way of the waitress and Blythe wasn’t waiting for me at the table.
 
    
 
   “Fine,” I told him with a hard voice, straightening myself. “But don’t get used to this, Hawke. I don’t need you around. There’s nothing you can do that another one of Borden’s muscle can’t. Go and enjoy your sundaes stalking somebody else.”
 
    
 
   I turned around to leave, but not before catching the small smile on his lips. It infuriated me and it took everything in me to press forward. I went to the bathroom, and when I returned, he was gone, his sundae left abandoned, a ten dollar bill next to it. Had he seriously listened to me? I looked around the café as I re-joined Blythe, but there was no sign of him.
 
    
 
   After we ate, I walked her down to the nearest ATM, making sure Graeme followed, or else he’d have my head. She remarked on his presence as he trailed us in his car at a snail’s pace the whole way, practically alongside us. He blatantly stared at us the entire time, his eyes narrowed, his bushy moustache extra bushy today.
 
    
 
   “Borden’s…protective,” I explained to her simply.
 
    
 
   She gave me a worried look. “He sends his men to follow you around, Em? That sounds like he’s a stalker.”
 
    
 
   “It’s not like that.”  It was. I wasn’t going to lie to myself. 
 
    
 
   She continued to stare at me, waiting for more. I didn’t have the energy to defend him by making up shit, so I shrugged and turned to the task at hand. I took out the money she needed, along with another hundred on top for food. I didn’t let her count it, otherwise she’d have gone against the extra cash. Instead, I closed the money in half and tucked it discreetly into her purse.
 
    
 
   I’d never seen her more grateful the entire time we’d been friends. She bopped up and down excitedly, her tired eyes lighting up. We parted ways on the promise she’d be a better friend from now on and keep in touch.
 
    
 
   “Don’t even question it,” she told me determinedly.
 
    
 
   On the way home, Graeme kept shooting me these glances. I caught him a dozen times, and he’d mindlessly turn back to the road…and then look back at me. I smiled. “Do I have a wart on my face or something? Is that why you keep looking at me?”
 
    
 
   “No,” he answered, returning the smile. “I was just thinking how stupid you are for giving your friend money.”
 
    
 
   My smile vanished in a blink of an eye. “What? Has Borden bugged me or something? Are you listening to my conversations now?”
 
    
 
   I’d kill him if he did.
 
    
 
   “No, but she shows up all withdrawn, and then afterwards you take her to the ATM. It’s fairly obvious what you did.”
 
    
 
   “Why is it stupid that I gave her money?” I sounded offended, and I was. There was nothing stupid about what I did. I was helping out my best friend, and he was staring me down like a naïve child for it.
 
    
 
   “She’s not going to use that money on what she said she would. That girl was filled with lies. You could see it from a mile away. She took advantage of you, knowing very well how close the two of you are.”
 
    
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
    
 
   He just looked at me for a long moment. “Why do you think Borden assigned me to look after you?”
 
    
 
   “Because of your unnaturally good looks,” I teased.
 
    
 
   He sighed. “Because I know these things. A silent observer, very rarely wrong. It’s a survival instinct. Don’t doubt me.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t. And I hated that I didn’t. Graeme didn’t lie. I trusted him with my life, and he was telling me all this because he cared enough to let me know I was being taken advantage of.
 
    
 
   “What do you think she needed the money for then?” I asked him quietly.
 
    
 
   He shrugged absently. “Does it matter at the end of the day? You should be more concerned about the lie, shouldn’t you?”
 
    
 
   “Should I?”
 
    
 
   He chuckled. “You have a big heart, Emma. That’s your problem. You’re not upset that she lied. You’re upset that she’s keeping something from you and you don’t know what it is.”
 
    
 
   I looked back more closely on the way she reacted while we’d eaten. None of her actions or glances indicated to me that she’d been lying. Either she was a damn good actor, or she just successfully preyed on my emotions bad acting and all. I hated to think which one of those was the answer.
 
    
 
   “What should I do? Let it go or call her out on it?”
 
    
 
   He shrugged. “If you call her out on it, you could drive her away. Better to be patient. Lies usually find their way out, no matter how deep you bury them. Besides, it’s not your burden to carry. Let it play out.”
 
    
 
   I blinked in surprise at him. “You should have been a therapist, Graeme. A lot of wisdom pouring out of your bushy mouth.”
 
    
 
   He smirked. “What else do you expect from a fifty five year old?”
 
    
 
   “Fifty five? You look thirty five.”
 
    
 
   He laughed heartily, and I smiled at my lame compliment. I didn’t think it was possible, but I totally made Graeme blush. And I almost forgot about tonight’s dinner while I sat alongside him.
 
    
 
   Almost.
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   Emma
 
    
 
   When we returned to the club, Linda strode up to me and Graeme on our way to the office. Her long red hair was piled high in a neat little up-do. With her make-up done up the way it was, her cheekbones were so accentuated, they looked like they could cut steel. She was gorgeous. Bitch or not, I had to appreciate it. 
 
    
 
   “Borden’s busy,” she informed us, her face neutral. “He’s having a meeting with one of those insane bikers in a private room. Said for you guys to go to the office and go about your day until it’s over.”
 
    
 
   “Is he meeting with Hector” I asked her.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know him by his name. But tall good looking guy with this cheeky as hell smile. Acted like he owned the place and stared at me like a piece of meat.”
 
    
 
   Yeah, that was him alright.
 
    
 
   “If it weren’t for the half dozen ladies striding in after him, I would have thought he’d force me in too,” she added distractedly. “Fuck, being a woman is tiring some days.”
 
    
 
   My heart stopped for a beat, and I tried not to let my fears show as I asked, “There are girls in the room?”
 
    
 
   She nodded once, running a hand over the top of her hair as she looked around. “Yep. A couple dancers from here, and a few others that came with him. Slutty little things.”
 
    
 
   “Slutty how?”
 
    
 
   Her eyes met mine. “Oh, you know, tiny little booty skirts and belly tops, big tits spilling out of their cleavage. And these girls were in their mid-fucking-twenties. They were rubbing up against each other, holding hands like sorority girls in a porn video. Pretty much warming up for their show. That sort of slutty.”
 
    
 
   “Their show,” I repeated slowly.
 
    
 
   “Mm. The biker said he wanted some background noise, and they jumped at the chance. They’re in one of the larger rooms. You know, the kind of rooms people hire their bachelorette parties in. Don’t ask me why it has to be that big for two men talking business.”
 
    
 
   The raw feeling of anger shot up my veins as I pictured the women she spoke of. Hector’s kind of women, no doubt. What decent female would want to spend her time, intimately, with somebody like Hector?
 
    
 
   I let out a long breath and glanced over at Graeme. I needed to be cool about this, not react like a crazy jealous person. “What do you think is going on?” I asked him.
 
    
 
   Graeme shrugged in an unconcerned way. “Could be anything.”
 
    
 
   Like, what kind of anything? The kind that would cause Borden to have some crazy orgy fest with a bunch of women in his own club? I remembered the hard ridge in his pants before I left for lunch. He’d been horny as hell and I hadn’t taken care of it. Was it being taken care of now? More anger bubbled within as I envisioned all kinds of horrid things. I fought hard to suppress my body’s urge to shake. I swallowed it down with a forced nod.
 
    
 
   “Let’s return to the office,” Graeme suggested.
 
    
 
   “I’ll wait for Borden,” I replied tightly. “If it has something to do with Hector, then it would be important for me to know straight away.”
 
    
 
   Graeme raised a brow at my lame excuse, no doubt seeing straight through my bullshit. I wasn’t going to work when Borden might currently be getting a lap dance, or worse. No, if I was in the office, I wouldn’t see them emerge from the rooms and make their exit, and I wouldn’t be able to analyse the situation – meaning the state of undress he might be in – if I wasn’t around the main rooms. I’d never felt this paranoid before. I’d never been given a reason to feel this way, and I wasn’t liking how hard the feeling slammed into me. We turned back around and settled ourselves at the empty main bar area. All the while, I kept fighting to keep my mind clear.
 
    
 
   Seated on a stool, I waited with Graeme standing nearby. He was looking around with this look of caution on his face – a face that was consumed with frown lines and dark circles beneath his eyes. Did the guy ever take a break? He desperately needed one.
 
    
 
   “Everyone’s been real antsy,” Linda said, sidling up to me on a stool. “It’s got something to do with you, right? That’s the only reason Borden would have ten thousand men following you around.”
 
    
 
   I turned to her. “No point in denying the obvious.”
 
    
 
   Her cool eyes met mine. “So what’s going on then? Someone out to kill you or something?”
 
    
 
   I suppressed the chill those words gave me and didn’t respond. All I kept thinking about were giant boobs and short skirts around my Borden, around my man, around the hard dick I’d put in his pants.
 
    
 
   She smiled arrogantly. “Ah, now that’s a shame. I kind of liked having you around.”
 
    
 
   “Kind of as in none at all?”
 
    
 
   “Precisely. I miss the way things used to be, sans you. It was less complicated. Only a matter of time.”
 
    
 
   “Writing me off already?”
 
    
 
   “Mm, not entirely, but Borden’s got a lot of enemies. It only takes one.”
 
    
 
   Sigh. “Duly noted, Linda. Thanks for your positivity in the matter.”
 
    
 
   She smiled wider, those little pink lips now aggravating me to no end. “In the unlikely but likely event something does happen, just know I’ll take good care of the boss man, alright?”
 
    
 
   My whole being tensed and my eyes narrowed. “How about you just fuck off now, Linda, or else I might accidentally not pay you this week. I do take care of payroll services, you know.”
 
    
 
   That smile bared teeth just then. Really white ones. “Alrighty then. See you later, doll.”
 
    
 
   I clenched my fists, shaking with the urge to sucker punch her. She turned around and walked off, those hips shimmying from side to side in that way a man would salivate over. I wanted to rip her face in two, the snotty little bitch that she was. What the hell had Borden seen in her to hire her as manager – making a small fortune, no less – to this place anyway? How could she be given such a large responsibility when she was such a fuckwad? I looked her slim and tall body over before she disappeared into another room and briefly wondered if he’d touched her at all. Had he given her a taste and that was why she was hungry for him?
 
    
 
   The rational side of me said hell no. Borden had never been like that. My mind was tormenting me right now because he was in a room with scantily clad women, and I was seething over it. Was this how angry he felt when a man looked at me? Was I feeling the same level of possessiveness? If so, it sucked, and I understood him better.
 
    
 
   Minutes passed in miserable silence. The kind that had me simmering in a pool of self-pitying thoughts of being cheated on by a criminal kingpin that had the city beneath his boot. I scoffed at myself. I deserved no sympathy for being in this spot in time. I firmly placed my ass upon it willingly. 
 
    
 
   I heard the entrance of the club open and heavy footsteps followed. I looked up and rolled my eyes at the sight of Hawke. He noticed Graeme first and stopped in front of him. “What’s going on? You’re meant to be with Emma.”
 
    
 
   Graeme cocked his head to where I was seated. “I am. Borden’s with Hector at the moment.”
 
    
 
   “Then he’s found something.”
 
    
 
   “Possibly.”
 
    
 
   “So why are you out here instead of the office?”
 
    
 
   Graeme jerked his head in my direction again and said nothing.
 
    
 
   Hawke then glanced at me, understanding dawning. “Okay.”
 
    
 
   I looked away from them and down at my cell phone, half-heartedly playing one of my mind numbing games. When I noticed him approaching, stopping at the stool Linda had just been on, I sighed and turned my body away from him, dismissing his presence entirely.
 
    
 
   “That friend of yours you just had lunch with, how much money did you end up giving her?” he suddenly asked.
 
    
 
   I stalled before answering. The asshole had still followed me.
 
    
 
   “Emma,” he pressed. 
 
    
 
   “I thought you were all knowing,” I replied disinterestedly. “You can leaf through my life but don’t know my bank details?”
 
    
 
   “I can figure it out if I wanted to, but it’d save me a few minutes of cracking into your account if you just opened your mouth and told me.”
 
    
 
   First, I dealt with a friend that lied to me about her issues. Then, I faced Linda’s bitch face telling me Borden was in a room surrounded by barely clothed women. And now, I was copping Hawke’s bullshit.
 
    
 
   And I really didn’t want to deal with Hawke’s bullshit.
 
    
 
   The tornado inside of me spun uncontrollably, and I ended up spinning back to him, icily replying, “How about it’s none of your goddamn business, Hawke? I’m not going to willingly tell you jack shit about the money that’s sitting in my bank account. You can figure that shit out yourself. If you don’t like it, join Linda’s ‘I Hate Emma Club’ and fuck off into the sunset.”
 
    
 
   He blinked at me, his dark eyes searching my face for several moments. “You done?”
 
    
 
   “Done what?”
 
    
 
   “Done having your little bitch rant? Because I got a lot of time right now, so if there’s more, go right out and fucking say it.”
 
    
 
   I nodded at him, feeling that pent up anger seeping out of me. “Yeah, there’s more.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah? What else you got for me, little one?”
 
    
 
   I slid off the stool and stood in front of him. I craned my head up at him and spat out, “I don’t get you, Hawke. You’re an asshole, always have been, and it’s for no reason at all. Strutting around all day glaring at me and shit. I haven’t done anything to you!”
 
    
 
   “Is that right?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, and I’m sick of your fucking ego.”
 
    
 
   “My ego?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, and you following me around.”
 
    
 
   “What else?”
 
    
 
   What else? I looked him over, taking in his large ass frame before pointing at his face. “And I fucking hate your crumb catching beard. Shave it the hell off, you look like Chewbacca.”
 
    
 
   He paused, blinked again, and then said, “Great. Now are you done acting like a petulant fifteen year old instead of a grown ass woman?”
 
    
 
   Was I done acting like a petulant fifteen year old? I took a few breaths, trying to determine how I felt. The anger was still there, but it’d faded some after my rant. I didn’t feel like a ticking time bomb, so...
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I’m done,” I told him.
 
    
 
   “Good,” he gritted out. “Now how much did you fucking give her?”
 
    
 
   I answered robotically, “Four hundred and thirty dollars.”
 
    
 
   He just stared at me, his brows shooting up in disbelief. “Four hundred fucking dollars, Emma?”
 
    
 
   “She’s an idiot,” Graeme called out from nearby.
 
    
 
   “I was trying to help out a friend,” I stressed defensively. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
    
 
   Graeme laughed in response and Hawke dug into his pocket, shaking his head more to himself as he cursed under his breath. He pulled out his wallet and produced several hundred dollar bills. I watched in confusion as he slammed it on the bar in front of me.
 
    
 
   “Once news travels to Borden about what you did, he’s going to demand you be compensated for whatever you gave her,” he explained. “There’s five hundred right there. Take that to your bank and deposit it. Next time, let us know when you intend on helping out your friends, and we’ll do things the right way.”
 
    
 
   “What’s the right way?” I retorted.
 
    
 
   He took a step closer and leaned his head down to my level. I felt unnerved by his close proximity. Hawke liked to keep his distance, and he was suddenly invading my personal space with his hard brown eyes.
 
    
 
   “You don’t give people money,” he told me slowly and harshly. “If they whine about going hungry, you buy them some fucking food if you can. If they’re complaining they can’t make rent, you pay their fucking rent if you can. Pretty much, you fix the problem by going to the very source of the problem, instead of blindly handing cash over. Got it? Or are you going to argue over this too?”
 
    
 
   I frowned. I hated that he made sense. Even granny avoided giving me money and spent the years cooking me food to take home. It was her way of knowing I was going to eat instead of handing money over and fearing I would spend it on something else. If I told her about this, she’d have given me an earful.
 
    
 
   I sighed in defeat and sat back down. Staring at the money, I muttered, “Yeah, you’re right. I get it. It was impulsive and I wasn’t thinking. I was so focused on wanting to help her out in any way because of how shit she looked. I mean, she seemed desperate and it hurt. I won’t do it again.”
 
    
 
   When he didn’t respond, I shot him a glance. He was looking at me like I’d spoken a foreign language, his face all screwed up, his brow furrowed. “I’m right? Just like that?” he said.
 
    
 
   I nodded. “Yeah. Go on and rub it in like I know you want to.”
 
    
 
   He turned his large body around and exchanged looks with Graeme. They seemed to be silently communicating something. Graeme shrugged at the end and Hawke turned back to me.
 
    
 
   “For the first time since your round ass walked in here, you’re pretty fucking reasonable, you know that?” he stated, and before I responded, he gruffly added, “Now take the money and put it in your pocket before Borden comes out and sees it. He’s going to be in a fuck of a mood after talking to my asshole brother and the last thing I want is him taking shit out on you.”
 
    
 
   My jaw almost dropped. I avoided showing him the surprise on my face and quickly gathered the money. I pocketed the bills, all the while staring at Hawke’s hard frame from the corner of my eye as he turned and rested his back against the bar, crossing his arms over his chest. Why would he care if Borden was going to take his anger out on me? Was this dick actually capable of emotion? He had to be, though he made a damn good effort concealing it.
 
    
 
   It was just one of those things, I figured. When you spend a lot of time around people, they naturally start to reluctantly take you in, especially as they come to terms with the fact you aren’t going anywhere. And with Borden’s tight grasp on me, I would be here forever. Maybe Hawke finally accepted that.
 
    
 
   He lingered there for a while, looking around, acting all casual like Graeme was, and I almost smiled at these guys. These were my protectors, and maybe I’d been too hard on them. Maybe…I needed to mind my attitude a little more and stop with the death glares.
 
    
 
   Idly tapping my finger on the bar, I quietly remarked, “Borden’s in a private room with your brother and a bunch of girls, by the way.”
 
    
 
   When he didn’t answer, my eyes flickered to his harsh face. Everything about Hawke was cruel, right down to those hard-pressed lips. But now…well, his face appeared void of emotion. Just like Borden, he mastered the art of empty expression.
 
    
 
   Noticing my stare, he glanced at me briefly and replied, “What room?”
 
    
 
   “Apparently a big one.”
 
    
 
   “With the seedy red curtains?”
 
    
 
   I let out an exasperated breath. “I don’t freaking know. I haven’t been in there. Why? Have you?” 
 
    
 
   He shrugged with one shoulder. “’Course I have.”
 
    
 
   I felt a vein in my neck pulse. “Has Borden?”
 
    
 
   “It’s not the first time Borden has talked business while women lap danced around them. As far as I know, he’s never gone in there alone, if that’s what you mean.”
 
    
 
   “Right…” I muttered, feeling my eye twitch.
 
    
 
   He observed me closely. “How does him being in there make you feel?”
 
    
 
   I paused, and then admitted, “Enraged. Hence my petulant fifteen year old hissy fit.”
 
    
 
   He nodded once.
 
    
 
   “But it’s not a big deal,” I added, more to myself. “I mean…so what? Guys do it all the time and women are completely fine with it. I’m fine. I mean, I will be, you know? So…whatever.”
 
    
 
   I forced my mouth shut before I really sounded like I was trying too hard to convince him it wasn’t a big deal and delved back into my phone. He strode away, and I already felt stupid for rambling. Clearly this was bothering me because I was due for my period. Shit. When was the last freaking time I even had my period? Two weeks ago. My mind consoled me. Thank goodness. I needed to update my birth control shot in the coming months.
 
    
 
   A few minutes later, I heard him approach again. I peered up in time to watch him place a cold beer in front of me. “That’ll make you feel better,” he muttered before taking a seat next to me, his back against the bar.
 
    
 
   He got me a drink? Now my jaw really did drop. Progress. That was the one word that came to mind for our hate-filled relationship. We’d just made progress. I stared at the beer in disbelief for a few moments, and then said, “While I appreciate the gesture, I don’t drink, Hawke.”
 
    
 
   “Shut up,” he countered. “Everybody drinks. Pick it up and smash it.”
 
    
 
   “But –”
 
    
 
   “When was the last time you had an icy cold beer like that?”
 
    
 
   “Years,” I answered vaguely.
 
    
 
   “You an alcoholic?”
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   “Then drink.” When I didn’t budge, he leaned over and brought the bottle closer to me. “There is a time and place for a good drink, Emma. Look at the condensation on that bottle. Tell that baby no. No, actually, tell that anger boiling inside of you that you won’t try and make it go away with some amber liquid.”
 
    
 
   I did look at it, and it did look particularly good.
 
    
 
   “I can’t drink,” I argued. “I’ve got dinner with my grandmother tonight. With Borden. Do you know what a train wreck that will be?”
 
    
 
   “Even more reason to relax.”
 
    
 
   I shot him a look. “You’re very bad influence and I wish we were ignoring each other again.”
 
    
 
   His lips spread into a smile. It wasn’t smug or filled with cool hate like I was used to. It was a genuine smile directed at me. It looked good on him. He was an attractive guy, and he’d probably be killer without that goddamn Chewbacca beard. I felt like I’d entered the twilight zone. I needed to savour this moment of peace. I was hours away from an impending disaster with my grandmother. Borden was currently in a situation that had me reeling with jealousy.
 
    
 
   And Hawke just fucking smiled at me.
 
    
 
   “You know what,” I said boldly, grabbing it like I was grabbing life by the balls. “I’ll have it. Where’s yours?”
 
    
 
   Relaxing his shoulders, he chuckled. “Can’t drink on the job.”
 
    
 
   “I want to drink on the job,” Graeme cut in desperately, looking over at us. “Grab me a beer too. This is going to be a long afternoon.”
 
    
 
   “Yes!” I bellowed. “Come on, Hawke. You heard him.”
 
    
 
   Hawke’s face twisted into uncertainty. He looked back at me, this strange mischief and thoughtfulness skirting his features. It was a strange look on him. I liked that look on him.
 
    
 
   “Fine,” he muttered, caving in to my reverse peer-pressure.
 
    
 
   I smiled. It was official. He’d built a bridge of acceptance and let little Emma Warne cross it. The white flag soared.
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   Borden
 
    
 
   Borden rubbed at his temples, his patience dwindling. Hector was being a dick. He’d come over without a call (a real fucking inconvenience, never mind a disrespect), strutting into the office with a bunch of long legged airheads with their chests painfully pushed out, and claimed he made progress on their case. Instead of being forthcoming with that information, the man-princess wanted a private area to “relax” before talking about it.
 
    
 
   It’d been a half hour since he’d said that, and the biker had talked without really saying anything; then he proceeded to dance a little with the girls on-stage and downed two beers. Borden was regretting the agreement every minute that passed, until the pretty boy decided to finally sit down and get to the fucking point.
 
    
 
   “We found a guy,” he told him, eyes tailing a blonde as she moved with the beat to the low music playing in the background. And don’t get Borden fucking started on this bit of bullshit. The pretty boy had carried on prior about not letting women in on their meetings, and now there were four of them, albeit they couldn’t hear anything from where they sat. Still. Bull-fucking-shit.
 
    
 
   Borden exhaled slowly. “Who is it?”
 
    
 
   “Goes by the name of Bull. He fucking looks like one too. We haven’t scooped him up yet, but he’s been running his mouth about some man named Terry Mulligan taking over the streets.”
 
    
 
   “Terry Mulligan. Can’t say I’ve heard of him. Know anything about him?”
 
    
 
   “Not yet. We’re in the middle of a bribe with a detective in the police department. We’ll pass the name along.”
 
    
 
   “Fuck the bribe. I’ve got some coppers in my pocket already. I’ll pass the name along and it’ll come back within the day.”
 
    
 
   “Alright.”
 
    
 
   “What about this dickwad running his mouth? What does he know?”
 
    
 
   Hector took a gulp of his third beer. “He’s cashed up. He bought a kilo of coke off us and invited some members over to a party in a real nice house in town. The boys went, and after the guy got shitfaced, he started talking smack about you. He doesn’t know about our new ties. Nobody fucking knows, actually. Said your reign is nearing the end and a bloodbath is coming.”
 
    
 
   “A bloodbath,” Borden repeated, absently turning his gaze to the stage. “With what army?”
 
    
 
   “Exactly. I’m smelling bullshit all around, Borden. I’m beginning to think this shit ain’t gonna amount to anything. Who is more powerful than you around here? Nobody. If somebody wanted to take over, they’d have a lot of dead-ends to conquer, a lot of people on your side to fight.”
 
    
 
   “Money,” Borden replied dispassionately. “Loyalty can be bought off most people if the person has enough money. I don’t trust anybody I’ve bought off, and I’ve bought off nine out of ten of them. If they all wanted me gone, I wouldn’t be able to stop them. That’s the fucking risk sitting at the top.”
 
    
 
   Hector pursed his lips. “Sounds lonely.”
 
    
 
   It had been. For a split second, Borden wondered how he’d survived all those years without Emma. If she was out of the picture, he’d be nothing. He wouldn’t survive that kind of loneliness again. He would self-destruct; the rampage would be violent, and the war path he’d leave behind would be stained with blood and bodies.
 
    
 
   “You like that one?” Hector suddenly asked, gesturing to some brunette on one of the small stages, her body wrapped around a pole. “You keep looking at her.”
 
    
 
   Borden hadn’t even realized he was staring, he’d been so far off in thought. He studied the girl, looked over every bare inch she was showing of her body, and felt nothing. Utterly nothing. No stir of desire. No curiosity for what lay beneath her tiny skirt. It had been unexciting after Kate, but now it was blatant comparison he was doing in his head. Every girl fell short next to Emma. That’s all he fucking thought about these days. Emma. Emma. Emma.
 
    
 
   “I’ve got better,” he answered.
 
    
 
   Hector chuckled. “Sure.”
 
    
 
   Borden narrowed his eyes at the biker. “You can keep getting your dick wet with countless amount of pussy, that doesn’t mean it’s impossible to stop at one.”
 
    
 
   “With all due respect, Borden, it would have to be made of gold and rum and fucking rainbow lilies. And last I checked, that kind of pussy doesn’t exist.”
 
    
 
   For the first time since knowing this douche, Borden actually smiled. “That’s probably a good thing, Hector. No girl should end up with a man like you.”
 
    
 
   Hector nodded in agreement. “Hell no. I like my women. Plural. And that’s the way it’s staying.”
 
    
 
   Typical biker.
 
    
 
   “Then you’re growing into your brother’s shoes,” Borden remarked.
 
    
 
   Hector scoffed in disbelief. “Judging by the state of that fucker, there’s no way he’d be reeling chicks in.”
 
    
 
   “You’d be surprised the amount of women that find that rugged look appealing.”
 
    
 
   “Rugged? Try filthy. Either they’re blind or getting paid for that shit.”
 
    
 
   “After a handful of razor blades, he’d look better than you.”
 
    
 
   “Well, we know why that can’t happen.”
 
    
 
   True. Hawke was keeping his identity close to his chest. Only the club and Borden knew who he was, and it was a matter of life and death it stay that way.
 
    
 
   “So what’s the plan?” Hector then asked Borden, moving back to the topic at hand. “What do you want to happen?”
 
    
 
   Borden’s face darkened. “What do I want? I want Bull singing.”
 
    
 
   Hector smiled widely, tipping the neck of his beer in Borden’s direction. “That we can do.”
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   Emma
 
    
 
   Two hours later, Borden and Hector still hadn’t appeared, and by then I was a little unbalanced and giggling my ass off. Who knew that Hawke and Graeme would make the best drinking buddies?
 
    
 
   Hawke was purposely working on one beer, meanwhile Graeme said, “Screw it, I work every fucking day, hour on the hour. I deserve this.”
 
    
 
   I gasped. “Did you just swear, Graeme?!”
 
    
 
   “He fucking did,” Hawke said, giving him a hard slap on the back. “Down that sucker. This is Operation Get Graeme Smashed and we’re going to fucking nuke it ‘til his mouth makes a pirate blush.”
 
    
 
   Graeme did. He drank his beers like it was water. By beer number four, he got up and turned the stereo on, cranking it up to a radio station with horrible country music.
 
    
 
   “No!” I shouted, jumping off my stool and running to the stereo. “Not the hillbilly stuff. Anything but the hillbilly stuff!”
 
    
 
   But Graeme blocked the way, shaking his head at me solemnly. “This is my jam, Emma. Do not be a party pooper.”
 
    
 
   I died. Fucking died. Laughter poured out of me as I exclaimed, “I’m the party pooper?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you’re pooing on my party.”
 
    
 
   This guy.
 
    
 
   I heard Hawke choke on a sip of his beer. “Leave it on, Emma. This is good shit.”
 
    
 
   “You like country music too?” I gaped at him, although I knew he was full of shit. “You’re meant to be a metal head! I’m surrounded by hard ass criminals who like the beat of banjos and fiddles instead of screeching voices singing about death and turmoil?”
 
    
 
   “We have enough death and turmoil in our lives as it is,” he replied.
 
    
 
   Shrugging to myself, I returned to my beer, letting Graeme have his country music. I was taking reserved sips, making sure the bottle would last so I didn’t get carried away. Remembering my younger days, I was capable of drinking an absurd amount in a short period of time. Now I was a lightweight and I needed to keep it to a minimum. Part of me kind of wanted to just get shitfaced so I had an excuse to dodge going to Granny’s house.
 
    
 
   Oh, God, I was going to Granny’s house!
 
    
 
   Even if I wasn’t, I had to be modest about where I was. It was still work hours and if I wasn’t fucking Borden, he’d probably fire me for my actions. Wait…
 
    
 
   “Is Borden going to get pissed at us for this?” I asked them.
 
    
 
   “Probably,” Graeme answered.
 
    
 
   Hawke took another sip. “Borden gets pissed at everything. Why should it matter?”
 
    
 
   I shrugged. “Good point.”
 
    
 
   We lingered around the main bar. I couldn’t later recall what we talked about. It was mostly small talk. Pointless conversations. Drifting from random facts to dirty jokes, the latter of which Hawke seemed to have an endless supply of. He was currently on to his hundredth joke. They were tasteless and crude, just the way I liked them.
 
    
 
   “What’s the difference between a drug dealer and a hooker?” he asked, looking between Graeme and me with this straight face that made him even more laughable.
 
    
 
   I gasped and jumped up and down. “Oh, oh, I actually know this one! A hooker can wash her crack and resell it.”
 
    
 
   Hawke laughed. “What the fuck? Where did you hear that?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, come on! I’ve been around.”
 
    
 
   Graeme shook his head, flaring his nostrils. “Disgusting.”
 
    
 
   “I talked about Santa’s ball sack before that and suddenly this one is disgusting?” Hawke retorted.
 
    
 
   “Graeme’s got sensitive ears,” I said, smiling.
 
    
 
   “More like pussy ears.”
 
    
 
   Graeme exhaled. “You’re shit drinking companions, the both of you.”
 
    
 
   He sulked off to the other side of the bar, his ear right next to the music. We watched him relax in his own little zone, his eyes closing shut, his lips moving knowingly to the lyrics of every song.
 
    
 
   “Does Graeme do this a lot?” I asked Hawke.
 
    
 
   He nodded. “He used to before you came along. Would knock off work and spend hours at the bar.”
 
    
 
   “He doesn’t have a wife or…husband?” 
 
    
 
   Hawke chuckled. “Nah, he lost his wife years ago.”
 
    
 
   My eyes widened. “How’d she die?”
 
    
 
   “She didn’t die. She ran away with his partner, and he quit law enforcement a week later.”
 
    
 
   Whoa. What? “He was a cop?”
 
    
 
   Hawke took another swig of beer. “Yep. One of the best.”
 
    
 
   “How’d he end up working for Borden?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know. Borden went to him and offered him the job. Maybe he was tired of walking the line and wanted to look after number one. Or maybe the pay was too good to knock down, even for a copper.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t say anything for some moments. I continued to watch Graeme lose himself to his shit music, and then I turned and faced Hawke.
 
    
 
   “What about you?” I wondered aloud, searching his face. “How did you end up with Borden?”
 
    
 
   His lips pressed tightly, and then he took another drink of his beer. His adam’s apple bobbed, and it made me stare at it for some time before my eyes wandered to his upper body. He was big guy, Hawke. Almost as big as Borden. He paused his sip when he caught me staring, and I casually looked away. 
 
    
 
   “What about me?” he then asked, his voice low. 
 
    
 
   “How did you end up with Borden?” I forced out. 
 
    
 
   He glimpsed at his scarred up hand. I looked there too, at the middle finger missing. Now that I was openly staring at it, I could see how fucked up it looked. It was definitely not a clean cut, like he’d accidentally sliced it or something. No, it looked uneven, the scar tissue thick, trailing up his arm.
 
    
 
   “I got my reasons,” he finally murmured.
 
    
 
   “You could have been a biker.”
 
    
 
   “Could have.”
 
    
 
   “And you chose Borden instead.”
 
    
 
   He nodded slowly, his mouth remaining shut.
 
    
 
   I cocked my head to the side, my loosened mind filled with questions. “You’re loyal to him, right?”
 
    
 
   He looked back at me, his eyes filled with confusion. “You don’t think I am?”
 
    
 
   “That first meeting with Hector, it got pretty intense.”
 
    
 
   I saw the realization dawning. “You thought I’d protect my brother instead?”
 
    
 
   I shrugged. “Would you have?”
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   And that was all he was going to say on the matter. I don’t know why I believed him, but I did. Even though I didn’t trust my judgment anymore after Blythe, there was something so concrete about Hawke and his devotion to Borden.
 
    
 
   “Why don’t you like me?” I then asked him curiously.
 
    
 
   His lips twitched. “I don’t dislike you, Emma.”
 
    
 
   “You’ve been an asshole to me.”
 
    
 
   “Like Borden said before, I’m an asshole to everybody.”
 
    
 
   “But you’re particularly mean to me. I’ve been with Borden for so long now, and he cares for me deeply. Wouldn’t you warm up to me because of him?”
 
    
 
   His brown eyes shot to mine. “It’s because you’re with Borden I couldn’t warm up to you.”
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   “You could have been fooling him.”
 
    
 
   I raised a brow. “I never wanted to be around him in the first place, Hawke.”
 
    
 
   “You’re lying. I saw it that first night at the club when I dragged you to him. I saw the way you stared at him.”
 
    
 
   “I was scared of him.”
 
    
 
   “You were curious of him too.” He watched me carefully, reading the truth on my face. “Anyway, I saw what was happening. I didn’t want him to be distracted. I thought you’d be a phase. He never cared about girls, Emma. We’d send him an escort to his apartment all the time, and she’d come running back down ten minutes later, cursing him off. Some of them thought he was gay. Said nothing they tried to do got his dick twitching. Then you come along and suddenly he’s doing anything to get to you. It was a first.”
 
    
 
   I felt my cheeks heat. “Yeah, well, now he’s in some room with a whole heap of women.”
 
    
 
   “And you’re being a fucking idiot for worrying about it.”
 
    
 
   “I’m just a girl. I can’t help myself.”
 
    
 
   “Of all the things you should be stressing over being with a guy like him, it’s girls sauntering around him in the nude that’s done it? Come on, little one. Haven’t you ever stayed up nights wondering what the fuck you’re doing living in our world?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I answered truthfully, feeling myself drawn into this conversation. I really needed to have it with somebody. Blythe would never understand, and Graeme never wanted to talk about it. “I used to stay up every night thinking about it. I question my sanity all the time. I wonder how I can love someone so crazy, and then I remember some of the things I used to do growing up. Things I’m not proud of, choices I made I don’t really regret, and I realize that maybe we’re all a little crazy too.”
 
    
 
   “Borden’s killed people.”
 
    
 
   “I know.”
 
    
 
   “And you still love him?”
 
    
 
   I nodded, looking into his solemn brown eyes. “Yes. Does that make me wrong?”
 
    
 
   He didn’t respond for a moment, and then he chuckled. “Darling, what the fuck do I know about right and wrong? I grew up a biker, in a biker-infested culture, blood and gore all around me all the fucking time before I got thrown in prison for my own personal crimes. I’m not the right person to ask that question to.”
 
    
 
   “I still want to know your opinion,” I pressed.
 
    
 
   He paused, surprised by my urgency. “Yeah,” he finally said. “It’s wrong.” I looked down, frowning, when he added, “But sometimes wrong isn’t so bad. Sometimes it’s what a person needs. Sometimes two wrongs make a right.”
 
    
 
   “But that’s not the way the saying goes.”
 
    
 
   “Fuck the saying. It’s the truth.”
 
    
 
   I felt my heart swell a little. He was talking to me like he genuinely cared about our conversation. I never knew I could go from hating somebody to wanting nothing more than to befriend them in a blink of an eye. I needed the hard truth. Maybe Graeme didn’t want me to hear it, but I could tell Hawke gave it straight all the time, regardless of who he was talking to.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry for being a dick to you,” Hawke added, contritely. “It’s how I am when I try to build boundaries.”
 
    
 
   “Why do you need to build boundaries with me? If you were like this, we’d have gotten along so well right from the start.”
 
    
 
   His smile vanished and he just stared at me. That stare spoke of a lot of things I didn’t want to say out loud for his own sake.
 
    
 
   “What in the holy fuck!” screamed a familiar voice. We turned our heads and watched Linda reappear, her hands on her hips, glowering at us. “Would you turn down the goddamn volume? You realize the rest of us are working while you guys are drinking away like irresponsible shitheads? I’m in the process of hiring another bartender after Sonja decided to leave me fucking high and dry and I can’t fucking HEAR ANYTHING with that annoying shit on the stereo!”
 
    
 
   But Graeme only turned to the stereo and cranked the music up even louder, drowning out the rest of the words coming out of her mouth. Her face reddened in anger. She flipped him off and angrily stormed out. We burst out laughing. Hell yeah! It was good to put her in her place. I stood on my stool and applauded Graeme for his efforts.
 
    
 
   “Well done!” I hooted. I didn’t realize how tipsy I was until I tried to get back down. I lost balance and slipped off the head of the stool. Hawke’s arms caught me before I crashed to the floor, and he quickly situated me back on my feet. I was laughing at my stupidity, and he was smiling down at me and shaking his head.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” I said.
 
    
 
   “What?” he shouted down at me.
 
    
 
   I raised myself up on my tiptoes and shouted into his ear, “I said thank you!”
 
    
 
   He nodded. “No problem!”
 
    
 
   I stepped back from him and added, “And I’m sorry for calling you Chewbacca! You don’t look like him. I promise. You’re actually alright.”
 
    
 
   He began to nod again, but stopped abruptly. His body tensed, and I looked up at him and his gaze was straight ahead, that smile of his gone. I didn’t have to look to know. I could feel Borden’s presence in the air. Even with the music on, I was sure we’d all fallen silent.
 
    
 
   I slowly turned around. Standing half a room away, his body was tall and rigid. His blue eyes held mine for a moment that seemed to stretch for an eternity. He studied me, head to toe, and his jaw ticked and his anger rose. Then his gaze flickered to Graeme, and that simple gesture had Graeme turning to the stereo and shutting the country music off.
 
    
 
   Uncomfortable silence followed, the kind that made your lungs work harder, as Borden quietly analysed the situation. I caught the sight of Hector feet behind him, amused at our situation, leaning his back against the wall. Jesus, he looked comfortable, like he’d been watching us for a while. Oh God, how long exactly? I looked back at Borden, and he was staring between Hawke and me, a face of raw disdain. I waited for him to say something. To ask us what the fuck we were doing. Never did I think his face would darken even more. I’d seen this look recently, but in small bursts and only fleetingly. It was that face he made when he felt extremely possessive of me, and it usually happened when a man stared at me inappropriately.
 
    
 
   Finally he cocked his head in Graeme’s direction. “Are you drunk?” he asked him, his voice hard and low.
 
    
 
   Graeme nodded calmly. “Damn close, Mr Borden.”
 
    
 
   “Then you’re useless. Go home. Come back when you want to take your job more seriously. That includes you too, Hawke. Get the fuck out.”
 
    
 
   While Graeme nodded and gathered his things to leave, Hawke stayed put, his body still, his face tense. “I had hardly one beer,” he said. “I’m fine.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t care if you’ve had a teaspoon of that shit, I want you out.”
 
    
 
   “You’re seriously sending me home?”
 
    
 
   “What did I just say?”
 
    
 
   “Borden,” I cut in softly, raising my hand up to him, “it’s my fault. I forced this on them –”
 
    
 
   “Stay out of this, doll,” he interrupted, sharply, giving me an eyeful with that glare of his. “I’m talking to these men I entrusted to look after you, who think they can drink on the fucking job like I’m operating a clubhouse the likes of which Hawke grew up in.”
 
    
 
   Hawke’s face split with anger, his lips twitching as he retorted, “This is fucked up, and you know it. I just told you I had just one beer –”
 
    
 
   “And I just told you I don’t give a fuck.”
 
    
 
   “Well that’s a piss poor excuse, Borden. I know what’s going on. You’re getting your panties in a twist because I’m harmlessly chatting to your girl? Honestly, after everything I’ve done for you, you’re going to stand there and question my intentions? Fuck you.”
 
    
 
   Borden stepped closer, fisting both hands as he growled, “Don’t you fucking talk back to me. Remember who you answer to since I saved your fucking ass. Get the fuck out of here before I remind you every second of it, asshole.  Come back when you’re not so fucking obvious about your wants around someone you can’t fucking have.”
 
    
 
   In a blink of an eye, Hawke grabbed the bottle he’d been drinking and threw it hard across the room, past Borden and feet away from Hector. It smashed against the wall, pieces nailing Hector’s arms and face. He stepped away, shooting his older brother a look of shock. Hawke took two fevered steps in Borden’s direction, every inch of him trembling with fury, but Graeme, even in his drunken stupor, got to him in time. He thrusted himself in front of Hawke, shoving his chest back, repeatedly telling him to take a walk. Hector moved just as fast, grabbing at Hawke’s arm and pushing him in the direction of the entrance doors.
 
    
 
   “Come on, brother,” Hector said. “It won’t end well if you don’t stop.”
 
    
 
   “I didn’t fucking do anything,” Hawke growled.
 
    
 
   Even then I knew Hawke, over six feet tall and built like a wrestler, could have overtaken them to get to Borden. But he let them push him out, all the while levelling Borden with a look that spoke of so many conflicted emotions: hate, betrayal, sadness. It was difficult to watch Borden barely react. He stared on with those empty hard eyes, fists still clenched at his sides.
 
    
 
   “Fuck you, Borden,” were Hawke’s final words before he was out of there. Borden didn’t even blink, so coolly reserved until the second they were gone. Then he looked back at me, and I saw that face split. He moved to me quickly, practically knocking me back a step as he abruptly grasped me by the chin and forced me to look up at him. His grip was rough, but still his touch spoke to me, making me tremble. He studied my face, roaming every inch of it with nostrils flared, and I stared on back, my mouth slightly open, my gaze locked with his.
 
    
 
   “You’re actually fucking drunk,” he spat out in disgust. “After everything you fucking said about your mother and why you don’t drink, you fucking picked up a bottle and decided to down that shit? What the fuck is wrong with you, Emma?”
 
    
 
   What was wrong with me? I fumed, sputtering out, “I was tired of waiting around for you to finish getting your goddamn lap dance! Did you enjoy it?”
 
    
 
   His face hardened. “Are you a fucking idiot when you drink? Are the circuits in your head broken or something? Because it must be the alcohol that’s fucked you up right now.” 
 
    
 
   “I’m not drunk. I know what I said.”
 
    
 
   With an annoyed grunt, he dropped his hand and grabbed me by the arm, harshly, and dragged me fast across the club and to one of the private rooms. He opened the door and pulled me in, slamming it loudly behind him. The room was dim, and black leather couches occupied one side of the room, against a wall of red curtains – probably the seedy ones Hawke had mentioned earlier. Several small stages, each fit for one person with a pole running down it, occupied the other side of the room. It was like a cross between a party room and a mini strip club, and it looked high-end and posh, but still in that man-cave kind of way. It also smelled like fresh cologne – cologne that smelled of Borden – and perfume combined. My spine straightened as I realized this was the one he was in with Hector and the girls.
 
    
 
   “You think I was getting a lap dance in here?” he growled, forcing me in front of him. His chest pressed against my back and his arm wrapped around my waist.
 
    
 
   “What were the girls doing if not dancing, Borden?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, they were dancing, but I wasn’t fucking them with my eyes, doll. I was talking business while you were out there getting drunk with the likes of Hawke.”
 
    
 
   “Again, I’m not drunk,” I retorted. “And why would you have girls in the room talking business when Hector specifically said something like” – I made air quotes – “‘bitches belong outside the door and on their knees’?”
 
    
 
   “Because Hector is a shit-stirring ass-wipe. But I see what’s happening here. You heard I was in here with the girls, and you decided to get back at me –”
 
    
 
   “Now you’re really thinking the fucking worst of me!”
 
    
 
   He suddenly spun me around, gripping my shoulders with both hands, forcing me against him as he looked furiously down at me. “You could have went straight to the office, could have finished out some fucking paperwork you’re behind on, instead of fucking around with my closest guards, in the arms of one of them to fucking boot –”
 
    
 
   “I fell and he caught me.”
 
    
 
   “I’d rather he wasn’t close enough to catch you, doll.”
 
    
 
   “Are you saying you would have rather me hurt myself?”
 
    
 
   “I would have rather you avoided a drink altogether.”
 
    
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re jealous, aren’t you? Is that what’s happening?”
 
    
 
   He gritted his teeth, leaned his head closer to mine and seethed, “Yeah, I am fucking jealous. I can feel it everywhere, in my bloodstream, pounding inside my brain like a fucking brick to my skull – and all I keep thinking about is that fucking look on your face when he fucking caught you. I’m pissed by that fucking look, Emma. I want to bend you over this fucking couch, tear that hair out of your skull, pound my dick inside you and fucking remind you who you should be giving that look to. That’s the extent of my jealousy.”
 
    
 
   I was too gobsmacked to respond. My heart battered inside my chest, and I grasped for words. Grasped so hard, my brain hurt. Nothing intelligent came out, except a trembling, “You shouldn’t have done that to Hawke. It wasn’t his fault. We’d just made amends and…”
 
    
 
   “Let’s get this straight, Emma. He’s not your friend. Neither is Graeme. They will never be your friends. They’re my workers and they’re protecting you.”
 
    
 
   “That’s not true. Graeme means a lot to us. He’s always been there.”
 
    
 
   “He’s there because I pay him to be.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t believe that, and I don’t believe that’s how you feel about your men, either.”
 
    
 
   Borden’s face tightened. “You don’t get it, do you? I’m not a good guy, Emma. Just because you tear me up inside, it doesn’t mean I’m soft. If either of them betray me tomorrow, I’ll put a bullet through their fucking heads. If Hawke looks at you the way he did ten minutes go, I’ll bind him to a chair and feed him his own dick. I am not a good man. Outside of you, I feel nothing for anybody.”
 
    
 
   He didn’t give me an opportunity to question that. He let me go and stepped back. “Climb on the couch,” he then said. “Knees spread apart, chest against the cushion.” 
 
    
 
   My heart quickened. “Why?”
 
    
 
   He cocked his head to the side, looking at me like I was an idiot. “I just told you I wanted to bend you over on the couch and fuck you.”
 
    
 
   “You mean punish me.”
 
    
 
   His lips pulled up in a devilish smirk, and before I could respond, he grabbed at his belt and unbuckled it, slipping it off in one swift movement. With the belt still in one hand, he used the other to grab my arm and spin me around. He shoved me toward the couch, the expectation clear in that one movement. But I didn’t climb it. I stood still, facing the couch, tentatively listening to him.
 
    
 
   I wasn’t going to do it, I decided. I was still too angry at him, and for being told to get into a sexual position in a room that was minutes ago occupied by naked girls and him. Fuck him.
 
    
 
   “Are you really going to make this difficult?” he asked me. “Do you want me to hurt you?”
 
    
 
   “I want to hurt you,” I seethed, irately. “For being such a fucking asshole.”
 
    
 
   “You’re just pissed because of the girls.”
 
    
 
   “I’m pissed at the girls, at the way you talked to Hawke, at how much you pretend not to care for other people.”
 
    
 
   He neared, until his front lingered neat my back. I felt my hair gather into his hand, and he tugged harshly at it. My head shot back, and his teeth grabbed at my earlobe. He bit once before letting go and whispering, “Get on the couch.”
 
    
 
   “You can’t erase everything with fucking, Borden.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not trying to erase anything by fucking you, Emma. I’m solidifying the fucking facts.”
 
    
 
   “What facts?”
 
    
 
   “That you belong to me. That you’ll never be touched by another man again. That you’re fucking mine not because I’m demanding it, but because you want to be too. And the girls, Emma? They fucking mean nothing to me. And deep inside you know that.”
 
    
 
   Before I could reply, he pushed me down, and I went willingly. I did belong to him, in every dirty way possible. I couldn’t deny that no matter how angry I was. I heard him unzip his pants, heard his breaths come out in harsh sounds as he drew closer to me.
 
    
 
   “Don’t fucking drink without me near you again,” he told me. “Got it?”
 
    
 
   I nodded.
 
    
 
   He grabbed my skirt and forced it over my hips, and then he grabbed my underwear and tore it off, throwing it somewhere nearby. His hands grabbed at my ass, kneading my flesh before delivering a harsh smack against one side. I flinched and my mouth parted. The sting felt good, especially as he began rubbing the crease down my ass and all the way to my pussy. He remarked under his breath how wet I was, how sore I was going to be, how we were going to have dinner tonight and I would have to hide the pain he’d leave me in.
 
    
 
   I shut my eyes, savouring his words before he firmly gripped me by the hips and shoved himself inside me. There was nothing delicate about it. He fucked me hard and fast, leaning over my bent body to bite and suck at whatever exposed flesh there was of me. His strokes moved deep inside. I felt his balls slapping against me, ravaging me with every slide of his long and thick cock inside me. That magical piercing of his always added an extra spark to the mix. I squirmed as the pleasure became almost too unbearable to take, and then I exploded, the walls around him tightening as I rode out my pleasure.
 
    
 
   He followed shortly after, coming inside of me. He didn’t remove himself from me. He remained buried within me as he wrapped his arms around me and tugged me down against the cushion of the couch. Tucking my back against his chest, he kissed me on my shoulder and said, “Like I told you, doll, it’s just you.”
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   Borden
 
   Old people.
 
    
 
   The most judgmental people of all. And now he had to endure a bloody dinner with an old battle axe that was probably going to try and tear his balls a new one. He wouldn’t blame Darlene when the time came to it. After all, he was fucking her granddaughter – thoroughly, he had to add – and he was certainly no knight in shining armour.
 
    
 
   She’d probably witnessed the bruises on Emma’s skin. Probably frowned in disbelief at Emma’s constant lame explanations when she showed up to her house with his men in tow. Probably listened to her granddaughter defend him every time the battle axe warned her away.
 
    
 
   In Darlene’s eyes, he was most likely an abusive stalker with severe control issues, and so good with words, he’d brainwashed her granddaughter into defending him like the good little slave she had to be to want him in the first place.
 
    
 
   In other words, this was going to be fantastic.
 
    
 
   He smirked at his little alley cat, sitting next to him with her face practically pressed against the window. She was alert, all fogginess from this afternoon’s time at the bar had diminished. She was dressed in this sexy little ensemble: form fitting grey mini-dress with white tights. He would have liked the pants gone, in his opinion. Would have been glorious access to her supple little pussy, one that he hadn’t properly savoured in the club. That was an anger bang he needed to get out of his system before he did something stupid, like seriously injure Hawke. He wasn’t sorry about dismissing him. He knew a look of want when he saw it, and it was blazing out of that bearded asshole’s dark eyes. It was for his own safety that Borden told him to get the fuck out. If he’d stood around a moment longer, staring at Borden’s woman with that look, Borden would have shot him. In hindsight, he should have picked up on Hawke’s softening side toward Emma. He should have noticed the tolerance the asshole had begun to extend to her, remembered the remarks that were made about her in passing, but he’d never actually dwelled on them.
 
    
 
   He’d take care of him later.
 
    
 
   He continued to observe Emma. If she wasn’t currently so dejected like she was going to her death, he might have put up the divider between the front and back seat and had a taste of her. Unfortunately, with her face covered in worry lines, that wasn’t going to happen.
 
    
 
   Because old people.
 
    
 
   “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” he asked her. “We can turn the car around any time you like, doll.”
 
    
 
   “That would be worse,” she quietly answered.
 
    
 
   “Not really. You can tell her I’m busy. That I have body bags that need filling.”
 
    
 
   Emma’s eyes widened in shock. “Borden!”
 
    
 
   “Maybe some people to torture then? You know, any one of those things she’s probably convinced I’m doing in my evil lair ten stories beneath the earth.”
 
    
 
   “My grandmother is very old and frail, and I need you to be a gentleman.”
 
    
 
   “Do you honestly think I have a gentlemanly bone in my body, doll?”
 
    
 
   “Grow one because I need you to be likeable. Is that possible?”
 
    
 
   “Abso-fucking-lutely.”
 
    
 
   “And no fucking swearing, either!”
 
    
 
   “I’ll leave all the swearing to your dirty little mouth, then.”
 
    
 
   He continued to smirk at her, licking his own lips as he stared down at her nervously bitten ones. He could bite them for her. He’d take that bottom lip into his mouth and nibble it gently, until her breathing spiked and her skin warmed. As if sensing his wicked thoughts, she turned away and resumed being miserable. She clasped and unclasped her hands over and over again, and the amusement in Borden faded as he realized just how terrified she was.
 
    
 
   “Emma,” he said softly. “It’s going to be alright.”
 
    
 
   She glanced at him dubiously like she was waiting for the punchline. Was it so hard for her to believe he was genuine?
 
    
 
   He slid down the leather seat and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. He brought her close to him, turning her small face into his chest. She reluctantly let it happen, and when her head was buried against him, she finally wrapped her arm around his waist, holding him tightly. Like she was clinging for dear life. Borden let out a breath, surprised by her vulnerability. Fucking hell, this was a big deal after all.
 
    
 
   She may have lost her parents, but her grandmother was her world, and he didn’t want to take that lightly. This shit needed to be handled with care, and he needed to…care.
 
    
 
   He ran his hands through her long black hair and absently stared out into the night as Graeme began to manoeuvre past older houses. These were streets Emma walked along countless times as a child. He’d have given anything for a peek inside her life before him. To see her as a child, alone and confused. There was a twist in Borden’s chest just then. He recognized the emotion. Sympathy. He didn’t want his little firecracker to be so distressed.
 
    
 
   “I’ll be the perfect gentleman,” he sombrely promised. “Because it matters to you, and I want to make you happy.”
 
    
 
   She pulled away from his chest and her warm brown eyes met his.
 
    
 
   “Serious?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Of course,” he answered. 
 
    
 
   She relaxed against him. “Thank you, Marcus. I’ve never asked you for a favour, but I think after all the shit you’ve pulled on me, I deserve just this little one. My grandmother is going to be hard on you, and you’re going to get angry by it, but I need you to be composed. To just…take it.”
 
    
 
   “I can handle a little abuse.”
 
    
 
   She eyed him carefully at that, a small smile curling her lips.
 
    
 
   He chuckled dryly. “Don’t read too much into that. You know what I mean.”
 
    
 
   But that smile didn’t falter.
 
    
 
   “Emma, the abuse would have to come from you for it to be acceptable. I don’t have a thing for old ladies.”
 
    
 
   “No?”
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   She pressed soft kisses up his neck, and when she reached his ear, she did what he had done so many times before. She took his earlobe into her mouth and bit gently. He felt it all the way to his dick, and his breath thinned at her brazenness.
 
    
 
   “You’re meant to be miserable,” he scolded as her mouth moved to his. “You’re not meant to tease. You know how I am with the teasing. You know how weak I am around you. One little look and I’ll need to fuck you.”
 
    
 
   “I can’t help myself with you.”
 
    
 
   “You should. Because if you do that in front of your grandmother, she’s going to be traumatized by the end of the night, and you can’t hold me responsible for my actions.”
 
    
 
   She laughed. “You can make any shit situation bearable, you know that?”
 
    
 
   He’d have smiled if his heart wasn’t tightening in his chest so much. He kissed her tenderly instead. He felt damn good that he had the ability to make her feel better. Emma pulled away from him just as Gerry parked along the side of the street in front of her grandmother’s house. They stepped out, and she quickly swept her hair behind her ears and ironed out her top with the palm of her hands.
 
    
 
   The front porch light was on, and by the time they reached it, Emma had migrated a few steps away from him. He frowned at the distance she’d put between them and reached his hand out to her. 
 
    
 
   “Don’t,” he whispered to her. “We do this together.”
 
    
 
   She didn’t realize she’d done it.
 
    
 
   “Sorry,” she whispered ruefully, taking his hand. 
 
    
 
   He pulled her back to his side, and then he rang the doorbell. He felt her tense when the door opened not a moment later. Her grandmother stood before them, and if she hadn’t that bitter look on her face, he would have thought she was the most adorable old lady he’d ever seen with that white hair all up in a bun and cheeks that were rosy red against pale wrinkled skin.
 
    
 
   “Come in,” she simply said, opening the door all the way, her dark eyes of hatred moving to his.
 
    
 
   Borden didn’t react to the look – if anything, it amused him. Before he stepped in, he casually looked over his shoulder at Gerry who was still sitting in his car, and then at the other two cars that had followed and parked nearby.
 
    
 
   His security was covered, though he would have preferred it if Graeme and Hawke were among them.
 
    
 
   Turning back, he smiled coolly at the old lady and stepped into her home. Darlene looked between them as they walked inside. Her face was grim, but she forced a smile in place when Emma glanced at her. The moment she turned away, Darlene was assessing him, and he was ignoring every second of her deep calculated stare. She took in his casual pants and long sleeved grey shirt. His growing beard made him look harder, more intimidating, and as a result, she appeared agitated.
 
    
 
   “Please do remove your shoes, Mr Borden,” she suddenly ordered in a hard tone.
 
    
 
   Borden blinked once at the demand. For a fleeting moment he could see where Emma got her shitty tone from. This frail thing didn’t care how intimidated she felt. It was like staring at Emma sixty years into the future.
 
    
 
   But it wasn’t Emma who was ordering him around, therefore he wasn’t feeling so tolerant about it. He clenched his teeth and reminded himself he was doing this for her. He managed a nod at Darlene. She turned away and headed into the kitchen, taking Emma’s hand with her in the process. Emma glanced worriedly over her shoulder before she disappeared, and he faked a smile. It dropped the second she rounded the corner. On a small sigh, Borden bent down and removed his shoes, laying them neatly against the cracked yellow wall beside the door. Then he followed after them.
 
    
 
   “Please keep an open mind,” he heard Emma say quietly. “Please, Granny.”
 
    
 
   “Why do you think he’s here, Emma?” Darlene responded. “It’s because I am.”
 
    
 
   He waited a few seconds more, until the silence filled the space again, and then he stepped in.
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Emma
 
    
 
   Dinner was awkward.
 
    
 
   Granny’s eyes were pinned to Borden, and as a result, I was shaking endlessly. I couldn’t even hold my fork and eat my goddamn pasta without the metal clanging against the dish.
 
    
 
   I’d never done this before. Never brought a man home, I mean. And it was made worse that I was bringing a man home that my granny already spent years absolutely loathing. It was all such a disaster, and I was already staring at the clock on the wall, waiting for time to pass so we could get the hell out of here. So far we were a measly fifteen minutes down and two bites in.
 
    
 
   I was waiting for Borden to say something pleasant like, “You have a very lovely home” to get the ball rolling. But Borden wasn’t like that, so it never happened, and besides, Granny would never have bought that dribble.
 
    
 
   I glanced at Borden across the table from me. He was digging into his pasta without a care in the world, and when he caught my eye he winked. The nerves inside of me settled some more, and I smiled at him. He hated pasta, and he was devouring it like it was crack to an addict. I loved him for it.
 
    
 
   “You’re not hungry?” Granny asked, looking at my full plate.
 
    
 
   “I am,” I answered. “Just… I dined with Blythe in the afternoon and all.”
 
    
 
   “You need to eat, Emma. None of that salad garbage either. Proper food, or has that also changed?”
 
    
 
   I caught her glance at Borden, and that look of disapproval followed. What the hell was she blaming him for now?
 
    
 
   I swallowed a sigh. “I am eating,” I assured her.
 
    
 
   More disapproval.
 
    
 
   More painfully awkward silence.
 
    
 
   And Borden…just smirked on by.
 
    
 
   I forced a few bites down and another three and half minutes ticked by. This is fucking agony.
 
    
 
   “So how is work?” Granny finally said, breaking the tension in the air as she feigned interest.
 
    
 
   “It’s good,” I replied simply.
 
    
 
   “When you said you two work together, did that mean in the same environment?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “So you see each other regularly?”
 
    
 
   “Every day.”
 
    
 
   She nodded stiffly. “I see.”
 
    
 
   Then she turned to Borden, and already my heart climbed to my throat, because she had on that wise up, child look, and I knew an interrogation was about to ensue.
 
    
 
   Three, two, one…
 
    
 
   “Emma worked at a diner for a couple years. I worked as a waitress all my life too, but I was fortunate to be working in a better establishment than hers. I wasn’t very fond of her boss. He was cruel. She doesn’t like to admit it, but I know she was unhappy there, and she tried very hard to find other work. She was stuck there and she made do. I admired her for that. Not many people I know would have stuck it out for so long on their own under the same circumstances.”
 
    
 
   “You’re right,” Borden replied. “They wouldn’t.”
 
    
 
   “It was very exciting when she told me she’d found another job. I’m very thankful you decided to bring her in and put her brains to use, Mr Borden.”
 
    
 
   Whoa. A thank you? Okay, okay, this could work. Now all Borden needed to do was avoid fucking it up. I eyed him warily, but he surprised me with his response.
 
    
 
   “You put Emma in any situation and I’m sure she’d excel.”
 
    
 
   Granny nodded and returned to her plate.
 
    
 
   A few more bites, a few more minutes ticked by. My hope climbed, and I let out a long breath, finally trying to relax. This was civil, and I would take civil over hostile any day of the week. This was good –
 
    
 
   “Emma’s been very vague about the way you two met, or how she came to be your employee,” Granny added, looking at him thoughtfully. “I’ve always wondered about it. What did you see in my granddaughter when you decided to hire her, Mr Borden?”
 
    
 
   Borden’s answer was immediate. “I saw a very beautiful young woman who intrigued me.”
 
    
 
   “And how did she manage that?”
 
    
 
   With lips closed, Borden smiled at her. That smile could have been interpreted in a million different ways if he hadn’t answered right away. “Her mouth,” he said in a spine tingling voice. “Her mouth intrigued me, Mrs Warne.”
 
    
 
   Granny just stared at him, her face blank, her mouth slightly open.
 
    
 
   “Emma is a very intense woman,” Borden said, looking back at me. “She’ll tell you how it is without giving a damn. I liked that honesty. It was refreshing.”
 
    
 
   He returned to his food and took another bite, meanwhile Granny was trying to figure him out with narrowed eyes. She pushed aside her food, set her elbows on the table and clasped her hands together, glancing at the two of us with an unsettled expression.
 
    
 
   “How serious is this?” she wondered aloud.
 
    
 
   I sighed miserably. “Granny –”
 
    
 
   “I’m entitled to know, aren’t I?”
 
    
 
   “Not the first time I bring a man over for dinner.”
 
    
 
   “And it’s because it’s the first time you’ve brought a man over for dinner that I’m asking. I don’t want to live through a disaster twice in this lifetime,” she replied steadfastly. “I think I have every right to be serious when you are going down the same path your mother did.”
 
    
 
   “I’m nothing like my mother,” I snapped. Like a faucet being turned, tears sprang to my eyes instantly. Why did she have to bring that up? Putting me in the same sentence as my mother was a low blow.
 
    
 
   She looked at me contritely. “I’m trying to be delicate about this, Emma, and if I have failed, I’m sorry, darling.”
 
    
 
   I looked down at my uneaten food. I felt Borden’s eyes on me, but I couldn’t meet them. My weakness was my mother. You bring her up and I crumbled. Too many buried feelings of hurt lurked within me, unaddressed and abandoned.
 
    
 
   It was silent and uncomfortable. Nobody ate.
 
    
 
   “What is it that’s getting to you, Mrs Warne?” Borden then asked, getting straight to the point. “Are you comparing me to the man that abused your daughter?”
 
    
 
   I glimpsed at Granny. She was surprised by his question. Maybe she didn’t expect him to know all about what had happened.
 
    
 
   “I’m only concerned for my granddaughter,” she answered. “I want to understand this relationship.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t hurt her,” he told her sternly. “Not unless she wants it.”
 
    
 
   I nearly groaned. My face flushed as Granny’s eyes bulged out of their sockets. There was no going back from that. He’d knowingly addressed the bruises she had routinely scrutinized over. He’d let my grandmother know, and now her imagination would run wild.
 
    
 
   He appeared content with the reaction as he asked, “What else would you like to know to alleviate your concern, Mrs Warne? I’m only going to do this once. Ask whatever you want, and I’ll be honest with you.”
 
    
 
   Granny looked back at him steadily, removing all previous trace of shock from her face. “Are you still an addict?”
 
    
 
   Borden didn’t look affected. “No.”
 
    
 
   “It was heroine, wasn’t it?”
 
    
 
   He took a couple seconds to answer this time. “Yes, it was.”
 
    
 
   “How long have you been clean?”
 
    
 
   “Four years.”
 
    
 
   I blinked hard at that. I was surprised, only because I expected it to be longer. In fact, that meant even when he returned he’d been using. He caught my surprise and pressed his lips together in a thin line. My surprise bothered him, I could tell.
 
    
 
   “My granddaughter,” Granny went along, “she hasn’t seen anything, has she?”
 
    
 
   I went rigid, my heart spiking. No way would he tell her about the alleyway incident, would he? I realized then that Borden was suddenly too unpredictable for my liking.
 
    
 
   “Granny,” I started.
 
    
 
   “Don’t, Emma, please. I’m talking to your boyfriend. Isn’t that what he is? Your boyfriend now?”
 
    
 
   Calling Borden my boyfriend sounded so juvenile, but I nodded. “Yes, he is, but we didn’t come here to be interrogated. We came here to have a good meal –”
 
    
 
   “You’re my flesh and blood, and I wouldn’t be your guardian if I didn’t ask the right questions to this man. I want to know if you’ve seen anything, and I want to hear the answer from him.”
 
    
 
   Looking completely indecipherable, he replied, “Like what, Mrs Warne?”
 
    
 
   “You know what,” Granny responded slowly. “Don’t insult me by pretending not to know what I’m talking about. I’ve heard many things about what you do, and I don’t want my granddaughter in the centre of it.”
 
    
 
   “And what is it that you think I do?”
 
    
 
   “Illegal things.”
 
    
 
   “That’s very vague. Anything in particular?”
 
    
 
   “Drugs for one since you clearly have a reputation for using it…Murder for another. Anything that you would relate to the underworld you’re in. One iota of exposure to that filth and my granddaughter could be very well in danger. Has that even entered your mind, or are you aware of what you’re doing and letting her in the cusp of it?”
 
    
 
   I gripped my fork tightly. Shit.
 
    
 
   Borden remained calm, though I saw his jaw tick once. “All my businesses are legit, and what you’ve heard are rumours by uneducated, ignorant people that thrive on drama. I have nothing to hide. I understand your unease, but I can promise you, your granddaughter is safe with me. I wouldn’t have her if it were any other way.”
 
    
 
   He lied so smoothly, without a trace of hesitation. If I didn’t know any better, I would have almost been convinced by it.
 
    
 
   “I wonder, Mr Borden,” she responded thoughtfully, “did you make that promise to Kate too before she was violently murdered?”
 
    
 
   Borden went still, and just like that, my stomach dropped. Time froze, and in that fleeting second, I saw a pain in Borden that went layers deep. His cover cracked, and he bled right there in front of me; all that raw pain he still harboured coming out of him. He took a deep breath in and held it in his lungs, slowly letting it back out again. The impassive face came back on, and he opened his mouth to respond.
 
    
 
   “Don’t answer that, Marcus,” I quickly said. 
 
    
 
   His blue eyes shot to mine. I shook my head at him, mouthing “don’t” again. Then I turned to her. “That’s enough, Granny.”
 
    
 
   She didn’t acknowledge me. Her reproachful stare burned into him as she carried on. “He goes on that he can protect you, that he is legitimate, and yet there are cars out front of our house and men around my home on the few occasions you see me. Tell me how she can be safe when you’re making an effort to protect her in the first place, Mr Borden? What is it that you’re protecting her from?”
 
    
 
   “Granny,” I hissed, “stop it.”
 
    
 
   “I need to know –”
 
    
 
   “You need to stop –”
 
    
 
   “I’m not going to stop until he answers –”
 
    
 
   “That is enough!” Frustrated, I slammed my fist on the table, startling her. Bug eyed, she looked at me, a hand over her heart. Meanwhile my chest was rising and falling rapidly, my heart beating at an alarmingly fast pace.
 
    
 
   This was a mistake. A big fucking mistake. I knew it would be. God, what had possessed me to do this in the first place? This never would have worked out. She would never accept us. I kept my eyes on my plate for a while, trying to calm my breathing down. I felt my vision blur with unshed tears, and I kept on breathing to block out the mess of thoughts firing through me. When I finally regained my composure, I looked at her again and said calmly, “No more questions.”
 
    
 
   She just stared at me, like I was a stranger to her. Like she didn’t know me at all, and I’d be lying if I said it didn’t break my heart. Swallowing hard, she slowly nodded.
 
    
 
   We resumed eating, or at least we pretended to, and not another word was spoken the entire time. When we finished, I stood up and cleaned the table and put away the dishes. Meanwhile, Granny sat there, her body deflated, the look of hate still fierce as she glared at Borden.
 
    
 
   “Time to go,” I stated to him.
 
    
 
   He didn’t waste time. He stood up, looking between my grandmother and me with an unreadable look. Frowning, Granny watched his movements every step of the way. “I didn’t want to cause trouble,” Borden whispered into my hair as he passed me.
 
    
 
   “You didn’t.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll be in the car.”
 
    
 
   I nodded. His lips twisted, and he turned his head to Granny on his way out, stopping by the threshold of the kitchen. Granny stared at him from the corner of her eye, her body unbearably still.
 
    
 
   He sighed, and it felt like eons had passed before he finally spoke with conviction. “I did make Kate that promise, Mrs Warne. I told her everything would be okay, and I failed her. But I’m not going to fail your granddaughter. She wants me, and I make no apologies for wanting her too. She’s mine as long as she wants to be, and the sooner you accept that, the sooner you can resume your relationship with her.”
 
    
 
   He disappeared out of the kitchen, and a moment later the front door closed. Now that we were alone, the wall she’d put up dropped. She looked at me, her devastation clear in her eyes. We both stared at one another, tears suddenly spilling over our faces.
 
    
 
   “Granny,” I said hesitantly.
 
    
 
   “I’m disappointed in you,” she whispered back, her voice broken. “And I’ve never felt that way toward you before. I’m having trouble coping, and if I have hurt you for the way I have reacted, I am sorry.”
 
    
 
   I wiped my tears, pleading for her to understand. “I love him, Granny.”
 
    
 
   She shut her eyes briefly. “Yes, I see that you love him. But when it comes down to it this man can’t promise that you won’t wind up dead the same way his former lover was. When you have too many enemies that want to watch you fall, one of them will always find a way. And that’s all it takes, Emma. Just one.”
 
    
 
   Linda’s words ran through my mind. It only takes one.
 
    
 
   “That’s not going to happen. I know what I’m doing, and you need to take a step back and trust me.”
 
    
 
   “I trust you. I just don’t trust the man you’re with.”
 
    
 
   There was a finality in her words. The conversation was over, and there was no point trying to make her understand differently. I hated that I was leaving her like this. I hated that I was going to walk out that door and today was going to burn in my memories forever. I’d spent so much of my time after my teenage years trying to impress her and show her I was a strong and independent woman, but I was pretty sure that was bullshit. Because the problem with love is you start doing things that your normal self wouldn’t be proud of. I had relinquished my independency to be with a man who had enemies bad enough to want to hurt me. It would sound dumb on paper that I would do something like that. But the heart is fucking dumb, and I was content to disappoint myself to make that muscle happy. Even if it meant disappointing my grandmother in the process.
 
    
 
   Maybe time would change her mind.
 
    
 
   I slowly walked over to her and wrapped an arm around her shoulder. She wrapped hers around me too and despite our disappointments, we hugged each other. We loved each other.
 
    
 
   “Come back on your own next time,” she whispered to me before I pulled away.
 
    
 
   I nodded, wiping away a fresh tear that had fallen from her eye. I stared at her hard, looking into her warm dark eyes. “I love you, Granny, and I promise everything will be okay.”
 
    
 
   She swallowed, her eyes watering further. “Don’t be concerned with me. Just take care of yourself.”
 
    
 
   After another nod, I kissed her on the cheek and left.
 
    
 
   *
 
   Borden was quiet on the ride back. He held my hand, which was reassuring, but he looked out the window, staring off into the distance. Granny had hit a nerve, and I didn’t blame him for shutting right off. By the time we reached the apartment, he didn’t step out of the car with me.
 
    
 
   “I’ve got some things to do,” he told me after I had unbuckled my seatbelt.
 
    
 
   My brow furrowed. “Like what? It’s eight at night.” 
 
    
 
   “Hector found a guy that knows some things, and I need to question him.”
 
    
 
   It was too dark in the car for me to study him, not that I would learn anything if I did. He was closed off and impenetrable.
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I said uncertainly. “When will you get back?”
 
    
 
   He shook his head. “I’m not sure. In the rare event I don’t return later tonight, Gerry and the men will look after you.”
 
    
 
   As if on cue, Gerry stepped out from behind the steering wheel and waited for me.  Another meathead I couldn’t remember the name of slipped into the front seat, looking straight ahead.
 
    
 
   I frowned. “If you don’t return tonight, can you call Graeme and have him with me instead?”
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   “He’s familiar to me.”
 
    
 
   “Emma –”
 
    
 
   “Please.” 
 
    
 
   Borden sighed. “Fine.”
 
    
 
   I wouldn’t push my luck asking for Hawke too. That was not a safe territory yet to venture into. I turned away and opened the door. Just as I put a foot out, Borden’s hand wrapped around my arm. I looked at him just in time to catch his lips against mine. He kissed me tenderly, a kiss filled with assurance, and when he pulled back, he didn’t say anything. We stared at each other for a few seconds, and then I turned back and he let me go.
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   Borden
 
    
 
   It didn’t feel right stepping into the warehouse without his right hand man Hawke by his side. He didn’t like to be surrounded by bikers, circling around him like hungry vultures. But they weren’t looking at him. Their eyes were centred on the fat fuck tied to the steel chair. Hector stood by his side, arms crossed, and his cut on full display.
 
    
 
   “This is Bull?” Borden asked, eyeballing the sweaty fat man. He was in nothing but his white soiled briefs on, his chest a black carpet of moist hair, his head bald and glistening, and his eyes blindfolded. He was a major disappointment to Borden. He would be easy to crack. The stench of fear clung to him, an inescapable giveaway that this man would do anything to survive.
 
    
 
   But he couldn’t survive this. It was a disturbing fact that came hand in hand with Marcus Borden. This man crossed him the second he opened his mouth and signed his death wish.
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” Hector replied. “How do you want to do this? Knives?” The man whimpered. “Hammer and nails?” The man’s lips trembled. “I’ve got some of my best men here that are fucking mint with torture methods. They’ll make any dick squawk like a porn star.”
 
    
 
   Borden sighed. He didn’t want to do this. What he wanted was to be in bed with his woman, cradling her in his arms, talking dirty in her ear. Torture was different to a swift clean kill. Torture meant getting his hands dirty, and that usually left scars to his mental state.
 
    
 
   He reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out his knuckleduster. He’d put miles of blood on this baby. “Time to go back to the old ways, huh?” he murmured vacantly. The will inside of him had died, though. This type of violence had become nothing but a drain on his soul, and the only thing keeping him going was putting the man behind that message down. “I’d like to get this done fast, to be fucking frank. I’ll handle it my way, and that means I want to be left alone with him.”
 
    
 
   “You want me gone?”
 
    
 
   “Just your men.”
 
    
 
   Hector nodded and wasted no time. He turned to his men and ordered the Warlord members out. When the warehouse was completely empty, Hector lingered nearby, watching as Borden approached the chair and removed the blindfold off the blob of man seated there. The man’s eyes shot open, blinking rapidly, bloodshot and swollen. He stared up at Borden, his mouth twisting in fear.
 
    
 
   “They call you Bull, isn’t that right?” Borden said, his voice void of feeling as he stared down at him. “You know who I am?”
 
    
 
   The man didn’t respond. He could hardly look in Borden’s eyes. The cuffs around his wrists shook against the steel chair as he watched Borden fit the knuckledusters on and whimpered out. Borden glanced disgustedly down at the man’s briefs and the freshly soaked patch between his legs growing bigger by the second. The smell of it hit his nostrils strong, and he recoiled for a moment.
 
    
 
   “He’s a pisser,” Hector called out just as the piss formed lines down the legs of the man. “Men say he’s pissed himself four times already.”
 
    
 
   “You the kind that begs, Bull?” Borden then asked. “I’d rather get that beta shit out of the way now instead of later.”
 
    
 
   “I-I don’t know why I’m here,” Bull cried out.
 
    
 
   “Don’t lie.”
 
    
 
   “I haven’t done anything, Mr Borden.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t. Lie.” Borden repeated slowly, his anger rising. “And don’t you fucking think that pissing your underwear and crying out like a little pussy is going to erase who you are and all you’ve done. People talk, Bull. They say a lot of shit, and they’ve been running their mouth about you, talking about how much you’ve been running me down.”
 
    
 
   “That’s not true! I swear it.”
 
    
 
   Borden immediately swung his fist into the man’s face, splitting his skin and bloodying his mouth in one clean punch. In a split second, the man’s face bloodied and he howled in pain. Leaning over the man, Borden gripped his dusters tighter, already coated in blood, and snarled, “I told you not to fucking lie. Every time you lie, I’m going to take a pound of flesh off you. Either you crumble now and tell me what you know, or I’ll force every word out of you until you’re nothing but blood and bone. Got it?”
 
    
 
   But the man just sobbed and shook his head, begging.
 
    
 
   Begging like it would do him good.
 
    
 
   Borden shook his head and raised his fist again.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The man surprised Borden. He was stronger than he originally thought. Even though he sobbed like a little girl, he tolerated pain remarkably. Borden knew what was going on. Bull hoped if he carried on with his lies, they’d believe them. On and on he denied talking shit about Borden. He had no idea who would want to watch him fall. He made no plans to bring him down. He was just an innocent man, unrightfully terrorised.
 
    
 
   The more Borden heard, the angrier he grew.
 
    
 
   He was tired of playing soft. He was sick of hoping the man had easy cracks. Bull needed a lot of work, and Borden snapped. He lost it. He stopped holding back with his strikes. He erupted.
 
    
 
   Hector stepped in at some point, careful not to touch Borden, who was panting and pissed and on a hair trigger. “He won’t be able to talk if you break his jaw, Borden.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t give a fuck about him talking anymore,” Borden retorted. “I’m punching to kill next time –”
 
    
 
   “No!” Bull screamed, his face swollen beyond recognition. He could hardly open his eyes, but tears continued to stream out of them as he slobbered and begged. “Don’t kill me. Don’t kill me –”
 
    
 
   “Then fucking talk or I’ll start with your fucking eyes next!”
 
    
 
   More piss.
 
    
 
   More blood.
 
    
 
   More strikes.
 
    
 
   It was the eyeball forced out of Bull’s socket that finally cracked him.
 
    
 
   “Terry Mulligan!” he screeched in pain, sobbing uncontrollably. “His name is Terry Mulligan.”
 
    
 
   “What about him?” Borden demanded, wiping the blood off with an old rag Hector passed to him.
 
    
 
   “He’s after you!”
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   Bull wheezed, trying to gulp in air. “B-because of what you did!”
 
    
 
   Borden threw the rag down and grabbed the prick by his double chin, forcing him to look up. “Fucking get to the point! What did I do?”
 
    
 
   “Y-you killed his boys.”
 
    
 
   “I’ve killed a lot of fucking people! Be specific.”
 
    
 
   “The brothers you murdered…for killing the girl.”
 
    
 
   Borden went still. His eyes searched the maggot, finding nothing but truth in the words he spewed.
 
    
 
   “Does he have people following him?” Hector then interjected. “What power does he have? Come on, Bull, don’t fucking make us wait all night for this shit.”
 
    
 
   Staring at them with his one swollen eye – the other bloodied and gouged out – he shook harder and rasped, “He’s a devil. In prison for-for fifteen years. Just got released five months ago. He ran these streets once. He wants them back. He’s underworld, man. Deep underworld. You can’t find him. He’s the puppet behind the strings, and he wants New Raven back and you dead.”
 
    
 
   Borden could feel Hector studying him, waiting for his next move. Truth was, he was taken completely off guard. The brothers he killed had a different name to Mulligan’s. There had been no familial connection.
 
    
 
   “What do you want to do?” Hector finally asked him.
 
    
 
   Borden exhaled slowly. “I want another chair in here so I can talk more thoroughly to our buddy Bull. We’ve got a lot of bumps to smooth in his story, and if he’s smart, he’ll keep his second eye.”
 
    
 
   Hector snickered and went looking for another chair.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile Borden stared into the eye of Bull and saw a fear there that even startled him. The man was more terrified of Mulligan than he was of Borden.
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   Emma
 
    
 
   I spent the evening having a long hot bath, trying to comfort my aching body. More bruises crawled down my shoulder and upper arms. Bite marks around my collar bone and up my throat. I had taken a good chunk of hair out when I combed through it in the water, staring at the long strands he’d pulled out of my scalp as he fucked me. Even now, I was still bewildered that I liked the sight of it. The bruises, although easily misconstrued by a stranger’s eyes to be something far more sinister, were like little temporary trophies to me, reminding me of his pleasure. It was kind of deluded.
 
    
 
   The man was a lunatic. I didn’t care. He was possessive and violent. I still didn’t care. He was jealous and rude, and he took what he wanted without fear or regret. And I didn’t fucking care. I fell into a light sleep with the last thought of how little I cared and how much it no longer bothered me that our relationship was built on a lot of dysfunctional crap a therapist would be bursting at the seams to dissect.
 
    
 
   My eyes shot open at the sound of a door closing. I bolted upright in bed and looked around the room, unsure if hours had passed, or minutes. I looked at the clock on the night table. It was two in the morning and Borden’s spot on the bed was unfilled. More light noises caused my head to whip to the side and my heart to spike. I stared at the bathroom door, listening intently. I could hear clothing being torn off and dropped to the floor, and then the sound of the water from the shower head bursting.
 
    
 
   It was Borden.
 
    
 
   Of course.
 
    
 
   No machete yielding man ready to murder me or anything.
 
    
 
   I moved to the edge of the bed, straining to listen to his every movement; from the moment he stepped into the shower stall, to the glass door closing, I’d held my breath, wondering where he’d been after he’d dropped me off. I didn’t know what would compel him to go to the bathroom immediately upon coming home, and my curiosity got the better of me.
 
    
 
   I slipped out of bed and tiptoed to the door, pressing my ear against it. I could faintly hear a grunt and a curse before the silence took over. I didn’t understand my hesitation, but I swallowed it down and turned the knob. The door swung open silently, and I caught him standing in the centre of the stall under the beating water. He was naked, and furiously cleansing himself.
 
    
 
   I was about to call out his name when I saw what was coming off of him and circling the drain. It took a few full seconds for my brain to register it.
 
    
 
   Blood.
 
    
 
   I stopped dead in my tracks, staring at the red. Oh, my God, there was so much red. Was he hurt?
 
    
 
   “Borden,” I said in panic, my heart beating full force.
 
    
 
   He turned around, narrowing his eyes at me. “What are you doing up?”
 
    
 
   “Why are you bleeding?” I moved to him quickly, opening the shower stall door to get a better look at his red hands.
 
    
 
   “Go back to bed, Emma,” he ordered.
 
    
 
   “You’re hurt.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not –”
 
    
 
   “You’re bleeding!”
 
    
 
   “It’s not my blood.”
 
    
 
   I froze, my wide eyes flickering up to his vacant blues. I could feel the blood in my face drain, and I imagined what I must have looked like, all pale and in shock. He didn’t want to stare into my questioning eyes. He looked away instead and resumed washing himself like nothing had happened, like I wasn’t even standing there. But I knew he was still watching me from the corner of his eye. I could tell by the stiffness in his shoulders, by the slower movements in his hands under the beating water, that he was affected.
 
    
 
   “What happened?” I asked quietly, trying not to feel queasy at the sight of more blood flowing down the drain. He didn’t respond. “I’m not going away until you tell me, Marcus.”
 
    
 
   I closed the glass door and sat down on the toilet seat, watching him intently. He rinsed himself off, scrubbing beneath his fingernails, glancing at me every few moments as I waited for him. When he finally finished, he stepped out and didn’t bother with a towel. He stood in front of me, dripping wet, his beard now a few inches long, his hair curling over his forehead, water lines trailing down his face. He glistened all over, his black and grey chest tattoos prominent against his tanned skin.
 
    
 
   “We’re going to bed,” he stated simply. “Come on.”
 
    
 
   “No,” I stubbornly replied. “What happened to you?”
 
    
 
   He fisted his hand for a beat. I caught the movement, and my eyes flickered between his fist and his angry face. He’ll never hurt you.
 
    
 
   “Marcus,” I whispered, catching the way his body began to tremble, that anger of his spiking alarmingly. I felt my fear climb, and I had to remind myself over and over again that he would never hurt me. He wasn’t like that, even though he scared me when he was this angry.
 
    
 
   I hesitantly reached my hand out to him. “Marcus,” I said in a soft voice, “it’s okay.”
 
    
 
   He took my hand and I pulled him down to me. He went to his knees, looking back at me with this disconnected look I couldn’t understand.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” I apologized swiftly, resting my other hand on his face. “I shouldn’t have pushed. I’m sorry. You don’t have to tell me. Don’t get angry, Marcus. It’s not worth it.”
 
    
 
   He didn’t react to my words. He was so distant. Something was wrong, and I didn’t know how to fix it. I let go of his hand and rested it on his face too. I stroked his bearded cheeks, trying my best to distract his anger with my touch.
 
    
 
   “Hey,” I continued, “don’t go distant on me. Come back.”
 
    
 
   Every time he looked away, I repeated my words, until his eyes were drawn back to mine. We stared at each other for what felt like forever, until slowly the anger he felt began to wean. His eyes gained focus, and he started to really look at me.
 
    
 
   I smiled softly. “There we go. That’s the man I love.”
 
    
 
   He inhaled sharply at my words, the blues of his eyes glistening. “I’m sick of it,” he hoarsely said. “I’m sick of it so much.”
 
    
 
   “Sick of what, Marcus?”
 
    
 
   “Sick of washing the blood from my hands.”
 
    
 
   I swallowed hard at the pain in his voice. “It’s okay.”
 
    
 
   “It’s not okay,” he replied vehemently, his lips quivering. “It’s fucking not okay. I can’t keep doing it. I thought I was numb. I thought I couldn’t feel anything, but every punch I gave tonight, I felt something inside me tear open. I felt this sick twisted feeling in my stomach, this fucking kind of remorse I couldn’t shake. The fucking realization I’m going to be doing this to people who cross me all my life; fighting them, torturing them, killing them, burying them and washing my hands clean of them. Washing the blood. Washing it away, but it’s still everywhere. I can see the red everywhere, and I can’t end it. I can’t fucking end it until I find this prick and tear him open.”
 
    
 
   He was shaking. His face had gone pale, his lips turned blue. I quickly grabbed the towel off the hook behind the door and draped it over his ice cold body. Jesus Christ, his skin was freezing everywhere. Like he’d been washing himself in cold water.
 
    
 
   “Let’s get you to bed, you’re tired,” I told him, feeling shaken by his words. “We’ll talk about this tomorrow when you’re thinking clearer.”
 
    
 
   He gripped me by the shoulders, squeezing me tightly. “You’re not listening! I’m going to be doing this all my fucking life, Emma.”
 
    
 
   “Then stop!”
 
    
 
   “I can’t just fucking stop. People like me can’t stop. I’m stuck in this power, stuck fighting to stay on top. If I blink, I’m fucking dead. Do you hear me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I hear you –”
 
    
 
   “And you still want to stay? You still wanna be with a fucking target your whole life?”
 
    
 
   “Marcus –”
 
    
 
   “Answer me!”
 
    
 
   “Yes!” I shouted, tears stinging my eyes.
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   “Because I love you.”
 
    
 
   He dropped his arms and collapsed to the ground, his back against the wall. He banged his head back, glaring up at the ceiling as another wave of anger tore through him. Moments passed in silence. I watched him every second, wondering what the hell had happened earlier to make him this way.
 
    
 
   “Your grandmother was right,” he finally whispered to me bitterly. “I couldn’t fucking protect Kate. How the hell can I protect you? How can I save you from all this bullshit, Emma?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head at him. He didn’t get it. “You can protect me and you have. Graeme and Hawke have never let you down. You didn’t have the support then as you do now, and I know what I’ve gotten myself into. I’m willing to live this way. It’s just…I’m doing this because I get to be with you and…I don’t want to be rescued, Marcus. I just need to be loved.”
 
    
 
   He looked vulnerable. Torn open. Conflicted. He swallowed hard and said, “Years ago when I used to really hurt people, I’d shoot up after. It got bad when Kate died. That’s why I need Hawke. He’s there. He’s always been there to clean it up for me when it got too bad. He made me put the heroine away. He made me do clean kills and had the guys do the really dirty work. Tonight I was without him, and tonight I tortured a guy, and I had no way to get this feeling to go away.” He paused and finally looked at me, his warring face cutting holes through my chest. “And then there’s you. You see my ugly side, you see me like this, fucking split open, a man washing his hands clean of somebody’s else’s blood, and you still stay. You…don’t fucking leave for one second, and I bet you haven’t even thought it too, huh?”
 
    
 
   I blinked back tears. “No.”
 
    
 
   “Because you love me.”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “Fuck.” He shook his head, his face pained. “You rip my heart open. You fucking rip it apart, Emma.”
 
    
 
   “Would you rather I didn’t?”
 
    
 
   “I’m addicted to it, doll. I fucking love you for it. I fucking love every inch of you, and there’s not one inch of you I deserve.”
 
    
 
   My heart squeezed in my chest. I felt lightheaded by his words. I moved to him quickly and wrapped my arms around his torso. I held his cold body to me, burying my face into his chest to silently cry. It mattered so much to me that he loved me. They were happy tears, and he wrapped his arms around me, comforting me when I should have been the one comforting him after his breakdown.
 
    
 
   “This man after us is bad, Emma,” he gravely told me a few minutes later. “He’s very bad.”
 
    
 
   “Who is he?”
 
    
 
   “His name is Terry Mulligan and he’s powerful. He ran the streets decades ago before he got locked up for murder when someone on his side sold him out.”
 
    
 
   “You’ve never heard of him?”
 
    
 
   “The city got run by so many gangs, I didn’t look that far back. There was no reason to. I’ve stayed focused on the present.”
 
    
 
   “Why is he back?”
 
    
 
   “He got out of prison. He had two step-sons operating on the small side when he was locked up. They made enough to make it by, waiting for their old man to come out. Turns out he has a lot of people on his side that have been waiting for him. Which means he still has a lot of money locked up somewhere.”
 
    
 
   I frowned in confusion. “Why is he making himself known like this?”
 
    
 
   “The step-sons, they were the brothers I killed for Kate’s murder.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, my God,” I whispered.
 
    
 
   “He’s trying to fuck with me. Doing the same M.O. the brothers used on me. He wants his revenge. He has a thing for revenge. He wanted the man that screwed him over left untouched so he could personally kill him when he got out, and he did. He hunted him down hours after he got out and plucked him off slowly. He’s got an itch for torture. Takes it slow, stretches it out for weeks until the man is so weak he can barely move, and then he releases them and hunts them down like animals. He likes to play, and that’s a level of fucked up that I’m not even familiar with.”
 
    
 
   I felt bile climb up my throat at the images his words induced. “And he wants to do that to us?”
 
    
 
   “Don’t think about that, it won’t happen. When it comes down to it, he wants to take my place. If he takes me down, he’ll have my businesses and a whole shitload of unemployed men to buy up. And that won’t happen either. I won’t let him.”
 
    
 
   I pulled away and looked up at him, unable to shake my fear. “What are we going to do?”
 
    
 
   He sighed, looking back at me with tender eyes. “I’m going to hunt him down, and you’re going to pack your shit and go away until I find him.”
 
    
 
   I froze, my mouth dropping open in shock. “What?”
 
    
 
   He nodded slowly. “I can’t afford to have you hurt, Emma.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t want to be away from you.”
 
    
 
   “What else am I meant to do?”
 
    
 
   “Keep me around.”
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   I slid away from him, feeling hot angry tears fall down my face. “And where are you going to send me? To those sleazy bikers? They’ll rape me, Borden.”
 
    
 
   “They won’t lay a finger on you.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t trust them!” I fumed. “If this psycho wants to hunt you down, what do they care? They’ll just have another guy to run their businesses through. I’m not important –”
 
    
 
   “You assume this fucker will kill me, and he won’t. I’m a tough cookie, doll. Killing me will take a lot of fucking effort, and I tend to fight back harder. The bikers don’t concern me. I know who is loyal to their word, and Hector won’t let me down.”
 
    
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
    
 
   “Because Hawke knows it, and you were right about the way I feel for my guys. Graeme and Hawke mean a lot to me too, and I was too proud to admit it. Hawke is like a brother to me, regardless if he fucks you with his eyes. I trust him, therefore I trust his judgment. The bikers won’t do you harm.”
 
    
 
   I just shook my head, gutted by this turn of events. I didn’t want to go anywhere. I didn’t want to leave Granny behind. He seemed to read my thoughts. “Your grandmother will be looked after too.”
 
    
 
   “What, are you going to send my granny to the bikers too, Borden?”
 
    
 
   “No. I’ll arrange something else for that old battle axe. She’ll be fine.”
 
    
 
   “She won’t go anywhere if you ask her to.”
 
    
 
   “I won’t be asking, and she won’t have a choice.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not going,” I defiantly retorted. “You can’t just send me away like a piece of property.”
 
    
 
   “In the eyes of everyone else, you are my property,” he replied coolly. “And you’re going.”
 
    
 
   Oh, he was infuriating! I didn’t know whether to curse at him or beg him to change his mind. There was no getting through to him when he was dead set on something, and this something was sending me away. 
 
    
 
   Unable to help my bitter tone, I gritted out, “And when are you going to ship your property off?” 
 
    
 
   “Soon.”
 
    
 
   “How soon?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know yet.”
 
    
 
   Fuck his vague answers.  I swallowed my sadness as I demanded, “Will you see me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “How often?”
 
    
 
   His lips pulled up in a delicious smile. “Look at you. Unable to be away from me, like I’m your fucking oxygen or something.”
 
    
 
   I narrowed my eyes irritably at his sarcasm and uttered almost silently, “You are.”
 
    
 
   He let out a long exhale, that smile fading. “I know, doll. I know because you’re like that for me too.”
 
    
 
   A tear slid down my cheek, and he swallowed hard as he watched it slide down my face. He gestured to me to move closer, quietly saying, “Come here, beautiful. Let me hold you.”
 
    
 
   I crawled back over to him and he wrapped me in his arms, holding me close, telling me that everything was going to be fine. But I didn’t think it would be. I felt something stir inside me, an unsettling feeling that made me sick to my stomach.
 
    
 
   This was the calm before the storm.
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   Emma
 
    
 
   I woke up the next morning to the feel of soft kisses running up my bare arm. Borden’s hand moved beneath the hem of his oversized shirt – the only piece of clothing I wore to bed last night after I left the bathroom and had to change my clothes from them being soaked sitting on the wet floor. I let out a light breath as his hand roamed my abdomen, tickling my flesh lightly. His kisses moved up my neck, licking a trail to the soft spot behind my ear, and his hand grabbed my breast, squeezing them firmly before rolling my nipple between his fingertips.
 
    
 
   I pushed my ass against him, feeling his naked body, his hard muscle, his long length. I smiled. “I see morning sex is on the menu today.”
 
    
 
   “Mm,” he moaned, letting go of my breast and moving his hand back down my body. “You’ve been sticking your ass against my dick all night, babe. I’m only human.”
 
    
 
   “Human? When you fuck, you’re a god.”
 
    
 
   “No fucking today.”
 
    
 
   I wanted to ask what he meant when his hand settled between my legs, pushing them apart to accommodate him. In a second, all thought vanished. He rubbed me, and like fireworks the pleasure shot up and burst inside me. I wriggled against him, my mouth opened and panting as he continued to rub me to wetness, his hot breaths against my neck, his tongue lapping against my skin. It was all a heady combination, and in no time I was crying out, encouraging him with the roll of my hips to keep going. He slid his fingers up and down my core, pushing the tip of his index inside me and worked his thumb over my clit. He rubbed me and he rubbed me, causing every inch of me to tense and buckle against him, moaning quietly as the pressure within me built.
 
    
 
   “I like when you’re close,” he murmured, his dick impossibly hard against my ass. “I get to control when you come. I get to bring you close and leave you hanging.”
 
    
 
   “Sadist,” I moaned, biting back a smile.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, and you’re my little slut, aren’t you?”
 
    
 
   I nodded, pleasure from his words blooming within me. He withdrew his hand, leaving me empty and unsatisfied. Then he pushed me on my back and climbed over me, and before I could open my eyes, he smashed his mouth against mine. He kissed me like I was filled with oxygen and he couldn’t breathe. He kissed me like he would never kiss me again, deep and slow and without any sign of stopping. I wrapped my arms around him, keeping him close to me. When our tongues clashed, we groaned at the same time. Without waiting, he spread my legs apart and pushed into me, never stopping the kiss once. Then he stilled, and my body burned at the fullness of him. This never got old. Ever.
 
    
 
   “This is what I’m going to miss,” he murmured against my lips. “Not having you in my bed. Not feeling your wet little cunt wrapped around me. I’m almost having second thoughts.”
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes slowly. He was already staring down at me, his lustful face inches apart from mine.
 
    
 
   “You act like I’m not going to see you again for a long time,” I whispered to him, and it was easy hiding the worry in my voice, because I was turned on as ever.
 
    
 
   He kissed me again, this time lightly. “It’s more that I want you anytime of the day. I want your voice in my ear, your legs wrapped around me whenever the fuck I want, your sexy little tongue licking at every inch of me.”
 
    
 
   “So you coming out to see me will be an inconvenience,” I said humorously.
 
    
 
   “No,” he replied, solemnly, his face filled with emotion. “I’d travel to the ends of the earth for you, Emma. Because this feels right, doesn’t it? It feels like I’m meant to have a part of me inside you.”
 
    
 
   My chest tightened. I nodded. “It feels right.”
 
    
 
   He kissed me again softly, moving his hips back and then forward. His strokes were hard but slow, and they hit that special spot inside me every single time. The spot that made me dig my heels into the mattress; the spot that made me pant faster against his mouth, breathing out his name. My hand slid down his hard back, my nails lightly scratched at his skin. I cupped his ass as he buried himself to the hilt inside me every time. He murmured things to me. How beautiful I was. How good I felt. How right this was.
 
    
 
   He was making love to me, and it was better than all the hard fucks combined, because it felt like he wasn’t just giving me part of his soul, but all of it. We came at the same time, his fingers entwined in mine. Then he looked down at me, and with another gentle kiss, he said, “I love you, Emma.”
 
    
 
   He didn’t say it in the spur of the moment when he was about to come. He didn’t say it because he was all over the place with his emotions. He was saying it because he wanted to, and it made all the walls I’d built for the sake of self-preservation crumble.
 
    
 
   “I love you too, Marcus,” I said steadfastly, taking his lips against my own before he saw the tears that fell out.
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   Borden
 
    
 
   He fucking loved her.
 
    
 
   He watched her in the shower, though he pretended to be occupied with brushing his teeth. And what a ridiculous fucking thing to look forward to, these little domestic moments, him brushing his teeth while she lathered her hair in shampoo in the same stall he’d spent last night washing some other man’s blood in. And that latter bit was where the domestic shit ended. Life was a mixture of normalcy and clusterfuck, and yet with Emma, it didn’t feel like a burden of a life to carry. She accepted all of him. He didn’t need to change. He didn’t need to prove anything to her.
 
    
 
   He watched that delicious ass of hers jiggle as she scrubbed her skin clean, and he couldn’t help it. He rinsed his mouth and threw his clothes off. She was flushed under the hot water as he stepped in, and the smile she gave him – that particular smile where she tucked her bottom lip under her front teeth – seared him. 
 
    
 
   “Get on your knees,” he told her, his voice thick with need. 
 
    
 
   That smile wore off and was replaced with lust. She immediately went down on her knees and he inched to her, hardening already at the sight of her bare breasts and thick lips. Fuck, he needed those sweet little lips around him. 
 
    
 
   “Fuck me with your mouth, doll.” He sounded breathless ordering that. 
 
    
 
   She wrapped her hand around his length and sucked at the tip of him. Shudders ran down his spine, that delicious feeling of pleasure. She looked up at him, meeting his eyes and never looking away as she pleasured him. Borden settled a hand over head, guiding her in and out. Slowly, his hips started moving on their own, forcing himself deeper into her mouth. 
 
    
 
   “Fuck yes,” he groaned as she sucked him. 
 
    
 
   She looked incredible. This moment would be seared in his brain for many lifetimes. She moved faster and he grew harder. She doted on his dick like it was his mouth, licking and sucking. She twirled her tongue around his piercing and groaned with him, like she was getting off on his pleasure without even touching herself.
 
    
 
   That’s it. That’s it. He felt his cock swell and get harder. Delicious sparks formed in the pit of him, and losing himself, he took her head with both hands and fucked her mouth faster. In and out, in and out…And then he came. He came hard.
 
    
 
   “Holy fuck,” he rasped out. “Holy fuck.”
 
    
 
   She swallowed all of his come and continued to suck on him long after he’d calmed down. Then she stood up, smiling brighter than before. He could never get tired of that smile, or that mouth, or that sweet little body.
 
    
 
   He stopped dead for a few seconds, staring at his stunning little minx, and it hit him. His possessiveness officially went up a notch – a notch that made it officially into deadly territory.
 
    
 
   His heart thundered within him. She moved to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. He stared dazedly into her dark eyes, over every inch of her face, and he had to swallow the knot in his throat at what she was doing to him.
 
    
 
   I’m going to marry you. He thought to himself as she kissed him. I’m going to marry you. I’m going to make you mine, and nobody with a swinging little cock will come within a foot of you again.
 
    
 
   He then pushed her back, until she was against the tile wall, and then dropped to his own knees.
 
    
 
   “You’re turn, doll,” he told before burying himself between her legs.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   He had to drop Emma off at work an hour later. 
 
    
 
   “I’ve got things to do at the port today,” he told her.
 
    
 
   She clung to his chest in the back of the car, not wanting to leave him. “Can I come with you?”
 
    
 
   “No, baby, this is shit you can’t get involved in.”
 
    
 
   “What sort of shit?”
 
    
 
   “Warlord shit.”
 
    
 
   She frowned. “Oh.”
 
    
 
   Hector’s first shipment of drugs was due to arrive any minute, if it wasn’t already there anyway. The Warlord members would swing by at noon, and he needed to get his paperwork from the customs office ready by then. He had a man on the inside – a man in serious debt – he had been able to bribe to get these sort of shipments through, and after a call yesterday, he made sure that man would be at work today.
 
    
 
   Emma smiled. “Looks like I’ll actually have to work today.”
 
    
 
   “You better fucking work today. I’m going to need most of the men with me at the yard in case anything happens. This means you need to stay in that office with Graeme. No more socializing at the bar.”
 
    
 
   “Obviously. You made that clear. On that note, no more girls dancing on stripper poles for you either.”
 
    
 
   He chuckled. “I can live with that.”
 
    
 
   As their driver stopped in front of the club, she turned her body around and kissed him. She kissed him with every fibre of her being, stroking his tongue until his tired, overused cock jerked.
 
    
 
   “I love you,” she said, over and over again. “I love you so much, Marcus. I already miss you.”
 
    
 
   His hands fell to her ass and he cupped both cheeks and squeezed. “I’ll try not to be long, but with shipping everything is unpredictable.”
 
    
 
   She kissed him everywhere, like she’d never see him again. Then she pulled away and opened the car door. Before she stepped out, he grabbed her by the arm. She looked back at him, those enthralling eyes pinning him in place. “I fucking love you too, Emma.”
 
    
 
   She glowed. Blowing him a kiss, she slid out and shut the door behind her. As the car pulled away, he looked out the window, staring right at her ass as she walked toward the entrance. 
 
    
 
   Fuck, she was sexy.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Fuck, this day wouldn’t end.
 
    
 
   It had just hit two in the afternoon and the shipment had only finally just pulled into port after two hours of piloting. Two fucking hours! He would have to have a word with Clarence (aka the fucking turtle). Hector and the rest of his goons arrived on their bikes a half hour later. Hector pulled his helmet off and approached Borden.
 
    
 
   “Everything going alright?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “The cranes are unloading the ship as we speak,” Borden answered. “The road tractors will take your container into a marked part of the yard and I’ll run to the customs office with the documents.”
 
    
 
   “Fuck yes,” Hector said with a smile. “Do you want to be paid now or later?”
 
    
 
   “I prefer when the work is done.”
 
    
 
   “Great.”
 
    
 
   Borden’s gaze shifted to their big Harleys. “How are you going to transport your shit?”
 
    
 
   “We’ve got a big moving truck coming around. There are lots of furniture already stacked in there ready for delivery. Should go under the radar with no issues. It’s going straight to our connection. So it’s fucking payday for us.”
 
    
 
   Borden just nodded. He didn’t give a fuck. “And Bull…has he been cleaned up?”
 
    
 
   Hector smiled charmingly. “Bull who?”
 
    
 
   “Good.”
 
    
 
   Hector glanced around just then. “Where’s Hawke? I thought he’d be here for this. He can’t still be shitty about what happened.”
 
    
 
   “No, he’s busy on something else.” That was a lie, but he didn’t want Hector to know there were any issues. Shit needed to stay professional.
 
    
 
   It took another hour for their particular sea container to unload. Borden grabbed his documents and told his men to keep an eye on the bikers as he ducked out. He should only be twenty minutes. He climbed into his car and drove out, and on his way he received a text message from Emma.
 
    
 
   I miss your cock. Oh…and your face too, I guess.
 
    
 
   He smiled.
 
    
 
   She was going to be his wife.
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   Emma
 
    
 
   Graeme was present when I got to work. His eyes were a little bloodshot and he had a mug of coffee in his hand, downing it like his life depended on it. I said good morning to him, and he responded with a half-assed grumble.
 
    
 
   “I thought you’d come around last night,” I told him as I took a seat at my desk.
 
    
 
   “I didn’t get the call until morning,” he replied, taking another large gulp of his coffee. “I was drunk out of my mind.”
 
    
 
   “You hit up a bar after you left the club or something?”
 
    
 
   “I got some bottles at home lying around. Thought to hell with it, might as well go down hard. Now I’ve got a headache from hell.”
 
    
 
   I laughed. “I can tell. You look like crap, Graeme.”
 
    
 
   He nodded, his moustache unruly, his face pale. “I feel it.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe you should go home.”
 
    
 
   “No. You’re my priority.”
 
    
 
   I turned on my computer and stared at him with a soft smile. “I don’t have to be. You take on too many hours looking out for me. You said so yourself yesterday. It wouldn’t be wrong to go home and nurse your hangover.”
 
    
 
   “I’d rather be here. Work is practically my home now. Has been since I started working for Borden.”
 
    
 
   I nodded, thinking of my conversation with Hawke. Graeme had been a police officer. Christ, how does one fall so far? I didn’t want to ask Borden about it because I felt like it was none of my business to pry, but I was damn curious. I kept staring at Graeme, past his current hungover state and into his soul. He was a good guy, even if he worked for a pretty bad one. In fact, now that I thought about it, most of the men that worked for Borden were pretty decent. Gerry, in particular, was the nicest guy in the world when he was around; smart, young and built like a football player. He talked to me sometimes, even opened up about going to night classes after work. It was like a normal 9 to 5 job for most of them. And then there was Hawke, who was still a jackass in a sense, but one I’d seen layers deep yesterday.
 
    
 
   “Is Hawke here?” I asked Graeme curiously. “I didn’t see him around when I walked in. Did he go with Borden to the port?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Graeme answered. “He’s off the radar at the moment. After the exchange with Borden, he’ll probably be missing for a while. That’s usually the way when they blow up.”
 
    
 
   “That wasn’t the first time?”
 
    
 
   He let out a hard laugh. “No way. They’ve argued many times, and it’s always in circles. Then Hawke storms off for a while, returns, and all is right in the world. Nobody talks about the argument, nobody says a word, and they carry on right where they left off.”
 
    
 
   I laughed. “Bloody men.”
 
    
 
   And with that, I turned to my computer and caught up on work.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Borden was at the port all day and didn’t make it to work. He stopped returning my texts afternoon, so I figured he was really busy. He wasn’t home either when I returned.
 
    
 
   Graeme stepped into the apartment with me and sat in the living room while I made a quick call to my grandmother for a catch up. She sounded upbeat, like our dinner hadn’t gone to shit. When I got off the phone with her, I went to the bathroom and had a long shower. I’d just stepped out and wrapped a towel around my body when my cell phone rang. Thinking it was Borden, I didn’t look at the screen as I pressed the answer button.
 
    
 
   “When are you getting here?” I asked him, smiling. “I miss you.”
 
    
 
   “Emma?” cried a voice.
 
    
 
   I stilled and my smile dropped. “Blythe? What’s going on? Why are you crying?”
 
    
 
   “I need your help,” she begged, her voice cracked and hoarse. “I’m-I’m stuck.”
 
    
 
   “What do you mean? Where are you?”
 
    
 
   “I took that job at the titty bar a week ago, and today some of the guys got physical in a bad way. The person I hitch rides with isn’t here for work and the guys that touched me are standing out front of the bar. I don’t have a way home and I’m scared they’ll do something to me.”
 
    
 
   My hold on the towel tightened. “There’s no one to help? None of the girls there or the boss –”
 
    
 
   “Nobody gives a shit about me here! My shift is over which means I’m off the clock and they don’t give a fuck. I-I just don’t know what to do right now and I’m scared.”
 
    
 
   “Are you able to call a taxi?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t have any money, Emma. Besides, if there’s a taxi out front, what’s stopping them from grabbing me? They’re seedy and scary, and I know they’ll hurt me.” She took a few breaths. “Can you come get me?”
 
    
 
   I ran a hand through my wet hair, pondering. “Blythe…I can’t just get out. I’m…I’m in a bind too.”
 
    
 
   “What do you mean? How are you in a bind? I need you.”
 
    
 
   “Things here are pretty fucked,” I tried to explain. “I’m not allowed to just get out and get you.”
 
    
 
   “You’re not allowed? I don’t have anybody else! What am I meant to do? Let them rape me?”
 
    
 
   I cringed. Shit. Fuck. “No, of course not,” I sighed. “Send me the address.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll text you it right now. I don’t know it off by heart, I’ll have to ask someone.”
 
    
 
   “You don’t know the address of the place you’re working at?”
 
    
 
   “Just give me a second.” I heard her put the phone down and ask someone nearby, her voice muffled. When she got back to me, she sniffed and said, “Yeah, I got it now. Do you have a pen?”
 
    
 
   I raced to the bedroom and grabbed a notepad and pen off the nightstand. “Yeah, give it to me.”
 
    
 
   She told me the address and I hastily wrote it down. “Okay, Blythe, hang tight. I’ll be there, alright? Just don’t go anywhere and I’ll call you when I’m there.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, Emma.”
 
    
 
   I got off the phone and immediately changed into jeans and a shirt. It was freezing outside, close to snowfall, and I hadn’t blow dried my hair. But there was no time. I grabbed my phone and ran to the living room where Graeme was watching an episode of Cheaters on the massive television screen and shaking his head. “Fucking cheaters,” he muttered.
 
    
 
   “Graeme!” I yelled hysterically.
 
    
 
   He quickly turned back to look at me. “What? What is it?”
 
    
 
   “It’s Blythe, Graeme. She’s in trouble. She’s holed up in a bar and needs a ride home. She’s feeling really threatened from a group of guys that have given her a hard time. We need to pick her up.”
 
    
 
   He blinked at me, processing my words. “I don’t understand.”
 
    
 
   I ripped the remote out of his hand and turned the television off just as a cheater went down on his knees to beg for forgiveness. “What is there not to understand? We have to pick her up!”
 
    
 
   “First of all, do not yell at me, Emma.”
 
    
 
   “Graeme, please –”
 
    
 
   “Second of all, most of Borden’s men are at the port with him doing business with the bikers.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t care about what they’re doing!”
 
    
 
   “And third of all, do not yell at me again, and you should care about what they’re doing because you’re not allowed to roam the city without a group of men nearby –”
 
    
 
   “Blythe needs to be picked up! I’m not looking to roam the city and have a freaking siesta or something!”
 
    
 
   He blinked at me again. “What did I say about the yelling?”
 
    
 
   I growled angrily, grinding out, “Graeme, she is in trouble.”
 
    
 
   “She can wait several hours.”
 
    
 
   “Graeme, I’m serious. She was crying and sounded so scared. I can barely breathe right now, I’m that worried for her. She took a very bad job and now she needs my help. You should know what that’s like. You were a police officer once. You used to help people in need.”
 
    
 
   He considered my words, sighing every few moments. “I’m not going to ask how you know about my previous employment, Emma, but if you cared at all for my current employment, you would not ask me to do this. Borden would have my head.”
 
    
 
   “Would you stop caring about Borden for just one second?”
 
    
 
   He muttered an inaudible curse and stood up, turning to me with those tired eyes. “Easy for you to say. I’m not the one in bed with the man. Now I’m going to call him and ask him about this, and if he says we’re good to go then we’ll go. If not, it’s not my fault your friend decided to be stupid.”
 
    
 
   I watched him dig into his phone and call Borden. He frowned shortly after before attempting to call him again. “No one is picking up,” he told me. “It’s just ringing. It must mean he’s busy.”
 
    
 
   I turned to my phone and tried calling him as well. Like Graeme said, he didn’t pick up. We tried for several minutes with no luck. I fumed, wanting to smash the phone. “We have to go,” I told him. “Borden will understand. Hell, we’ll probably be back before he is.”
 
    
 
   Graeme frowned. “I can’t just go with you, Emma. It’s not that simple. You need to be protected.”
 
    
 
   “Aren’t there other men around? I saw three outside the goddamn apartment building, Graeme. You can’t tell me that’s not enough. You guys are being too damn paranoid about this shit.”
 
    
 
   He didn’t respond for a moment, and I was tired of feeling like a caged animal.
 
    
 
   “How about the cops?” I asked. “We can send some over to pick her up, right?”
 
    
 
   He rolled his eyes at me. “Christ, Emma, why do you think I left the police station? They’re useless here. They won’t get to her for a very long time, and by then she could be stupid enough to try and walk out. Women.”
 
    
 
   “So what are we supposed to do?”
 
    
 
   “Give me the address.” I handed him the paper and he stared down at it, that frown of his deepening. “This is a very bad area, very isolated. What the hell is the idiot girl doing there?”
 
    
 
   “It’s a bar.”
 
    
 
   “Idiot girl,” he repeated, shoving the paper in his pocket before levelling me with a deep stare. “Now listen here, Emma, if I lose my job over this, you go to the ends of the earth to find somebody as perfect as me. Someone a little younger. A little buffer. Not a pretty boy like Gerry, or too harsh like Hawke. Somebody just right.”
 
    
 
   I couldn’t help my smile. What the hell was wrong with this guy? “Graeme, you are irreplaceable.”
 
    
 
   He smiled back and ran his fingers over his bushy moustache, neatening it up like it mattered all of a sudden. “Perfect answer. Let’s get this done and fast.”
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   Emma
 
    
 
   We had four men with us: two in the car behind us, and two in the car in front of us. Graeme was working with what he had, and I had to roll my eyes at this. I felt like some overpriced china doll, undeserving of all this over the top protection. I grew up in the ghetto, taking care of myself when I went out. And the crazy thing was, I knew if all of Borden’s men had been available, there would have been ten more guys in half a dozen cars nearby.
 
    
 
   We rode to the east side of New Raven, where the city began to meet with the dense pine bush of numerous untouched nature reserves. Gone were the skyscrapers and luxury high rises and congested traffic the heart of the city was known for. We ventured into the outskirts, where homes were far and few, where random streets held a random convenient store and pub and the parking lots were filled with suspicious looking weather-beaten RVs. Everything appeared all the more eerie as the sky darkened and the sun disappeared over the horizon. The GPS was telling us we were fifteen minutes away to the destination along the winding road in the middle of Hicksville. The forest looked ominous, and the only source of light were our car lights and full moon.
 
    
 
   “Why would your friend be working this far out?” Graeme wondered, shaking his head.
 
    
 
   “Because she’s desperate,” I replied numbly. “I have to admit, it’s very far away from where she lives.” 
 
    
 
   “This map is taking us to a very old bar. I remember taking these very roads, chasing drunk and irresponsible people who didn’t give a rat’s ass about my police sirens. There are a lot of drugs up here. A lot of violence too. I’m glad she has you for a friend, Emma. I don’t think anyone else would have done this for her.”
 
    
 
   “You are,” I said quietly.
 
    
 
   “I don’t count.”
 
    
 
   “You do. You count a lot.”
 
    
 
   He looked away from the steering wheel and at me for a brief moment, seeing my sincerity. “And you count too, Emma. The first time I saw you I knew you would be something good for Borden. You have a lot of fight in you. I knew you’d be the only person who could bring that stubborn man back to earth and give him life again. He was broken, and you not only healed him, but you’ve changed him too.”
 
    
 
   “Changed him how?”
 
    
 
   “If somebody told me before you that he had a soft side, I would have bet my life they were full of shit.”
 
    
 
   “And now?”
 
    
 
   He smiled broadly. “And now I see a man that looks at you like you’re his light in the dark.” I couldn’t help smile back as he added quietly, “He’s in love with you. He never wants to let you go, and you have stayed by him, even when the threat came to light. That takes a lot of courage, and all the men respect you for it. You’re a great woman. Your love is true, and take it from me – a man who has been burned in the past – a woman like you is difficult to find.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Graeme, but being burned doesn’t mean you’ll never find the right person again.” When he gave me a questioning look, I shyly admitted, “Hawke told me about your marriage.”
 
    
 
   “Ah,” he grumbled, “of course he did. It’s water under the bridge now. I’m well over it. Sometimes you have to realize people aren’t who they say they are, and no matter how deeply you love them, the truth won’t change. It’s hard to accept, but I did make amends with it.”
 
    
 
   “So why did you end up working for Borden?”
 
    
 
   “Because everything I believed in was a lie. My wife had laughed behind my back and jumped into bed with my best friend. My world fell apart after that. I think what hurt the most was nobody cared. Not my friends, not my family, not the people I worked with at the station. And with Borden…well, it was an opportunity to tell everyone to go to hell and do something for myself. He pays remarkably well and he has always looked after his employees. It wasn’t a hard choice to make.”
 
    
 
   I nodded in understanding. Borden went on that his men were just paid employees, but like Graeme, their loyalty was obvious. Borden was harsh, but he was fair too, and I suddenly missed him. I pulled out my phone again and made another attempt to call him.
 
    
 
   “Nothing?” Graeme asked.
 
    
 
   “No,” I answered, tucking the phone back into my pocket. “He must be really busy tonight –”
 
    
 
   “What the hell?” Graeme suddenly punched on the brakes, and we jerked forward. The car came to an abrupt stop, and I followed his gaze to the car in front of us. It was stopped too, and both men were climbing out.
 
    
 
   “What’s going on?” I said.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know.” Graeme looked in the rear view mirror. The men behind us had stopped too, raising their hands in the air questionably. “Stay here,” he told me. “I’m going to see what’s going on.”
 
    
 
   He stepped out of the vehicle and I watched him stride to the men. One met with him and gestured to the back of the car, talking fast. Graeme went to the rear of the car and kneeled down on the ground, inspecting the road and tires. I sat up straight in my seat, trying to get a better look at what was going on. The second Graeme’s hand touched the back of the wheel, his face went tight and he immediately stood up, talking loud enough for me to hear through the closed window.
 
    
 
   “We’re turning back. This is a trap! Turn back! AMBUSH!”
 
    
 
   Just as he shouted the last word, loud bangs erupted. My heart jumped at the sound of gunshots. Graeme took off back to the car, pulling out his gun from his waistband, screaming at the men to take cover. The other two men followed, producing guns as well, taking cover behind the first car. They scanned around us, looking toward the forest, before one shouted, “Over there!”
 
    
 
   I screamed as bullets shot into the front of the car I was in. I ducked down, covering my head with my arms. Fuck, fuck, fuck.
 
    
 
   “They’re shooting the engines!” one of the men screamed.
 
    
 
   I didn’t know what to do. I was too scared to get out, too scared to sit up, too scared to look at the men. Their screams suddenly erupted.
 
    
 
   “Emma!” I heard Graeme.
 
    
 
   My passenger side door opened and arms grabbed at me. I looked up into Graeme’s startled eyes.
 
    
 
   “Get out, Emma! The car is useless now! You need to run!”
 
    
 
   “Run where?”
 
    
 
   “Emma, just run!”
 
    
 
   He physically removed my coiled body from the car just as bullets ripped around us. He dropped me down to the ground beside the wheel of the car, shielding me. The bullets rained over us, some of them so close, it felt like a bomb had exploded in my ears. I cried out, terrified of them hitting us.
 
    
 
   “Run,” he told me once the bullets moved to a different direction.
 
    
 
   I heard the other men yell. Graeme’s hands grabbed at my shoulders and he shook me. “Emma,” he growled out. Scared, I looked at him. “Run into the forest. I need to fight these men off as long as possible before they try and get to you.”
 
    
 
   Get to me? Why would they want to get to me?
 
    
 
   “This is my fault?”
 
    
 
   “Run,” he roared again, angered by my stillness.
 
    
 
   Pushing my body up on wobbly legs, I ran straight into the forest. I looked over my shoulder and at Graeme, and everything inside of me halted. He was kneeled down, grabbing at his chest. I saw the blood and cried out.
 
    
 
   He’d been shot.
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   Emma
 
    
 
   I ran into the forest as the gunshots continued behind me. I heard Graeme shouting, but I couldn’t understand what he was saying. I turned around and dropped to the ground, staring at him as he fired his gun over the top of the car before ducking back down. He was still clutching his chest with one hand, and even in the dark, I could see the blood pouring out of him, pooling his shirt.
 
    
 
   “Keep running, Emma!” he screamed at the top of his lungs, his voice desperate and pained. “RUN!”
 
    
 
   I didn’t run, though. I couldn’t leave him behind. I wanted to help him. He was bleeding and they were still shooting, whoever they were. I couldn’t see any of them, or where they were coming from. The other men lay dead in a pool of their own blood, their guns feet away from their bodies. If I could just get to a gun…
 
    
 
   A bullet whipped past my head, and I dived flat to the ground, my chest pressed against the earth. My heart thundered like never before, and I sucked in breaths, trying to get myself to calm down. I felt paralysed, completely stricken with fear. More gunshots whizzed by, and then I heard Graeme cry out. It took everything in me to lift my head up to get a look at him, and when I still couldn’t see him, I forced myself up even higher, until I was on my knees.
 
    
 
   My hand shot to my mouth as I saw him drop to the ground, another bullet burned through his chest. He barely looked like he was breathing, but his mouth still moved, over and over again repeating the word “run”. I sobbed against my hand, my body breaking out in tremors as I realized he was dying – as I realized, when he stopped moving moments later, he was dead. I felt something deep within me break, and I clutched my chest with my other hand, feeling the tears burn my face at the loss I felt. Graeme. Graeme. It couldn’t be real. He was pretending. He had to be.
 
    
 
   The guns stopped firing immediately after that. Nothing but silence followed. I didn’t know what to do. My body begged to be still while my brain shrieked to keep moving and to get as far away from them as possible. I looked around, trying to find a hiding spot, but the sound of voices broke through my thoughts. I watched a couple men emerge from the forest on the other side of the road and I dropped back to the ground, staring through the opening between the trees at them. They stopped by Graeme’s body, and one kicked at his lifeless form, chuckling.
 
    
 
   “Find the bitch,” he said, bending down to pick up Graeme’s gun. Pocketing it, he looked up in my direction. My heart lurched for a moment before I realized he couldn’t see me in the dark. “She’ll be around here. She won’t have gone far.”
 
    
 
   I backed away, every inch of me shaking, and turned around. My body felt stiff as I stood up and forced myself to run. My feet crunched along the hard frozen ground. I could hear every footstep I took like it was exploding in my ears, and I cried in the open air. They would find me in a matter of minutes. I didn’t know what to do, and I didn’t have time to figure it out. Either they would find me, or I would be running endlessly into the forest, getting more and more lost. It was freezing, and if they weren’t going to kill me, the cold would.
 
    
 
   Minutes later, I stopped by a large tree and pressed my back against it. My hands moved up and down my arms, forcing friction against the goose-bumps. I needed warmth. I was in nothing but a t-shirt and jeans.
 
    
 
   The sound of a branch snapping behind me forced me to still. I held my breath, pressing my back against the tree. I stood tall and didn’t move, listening intently on the sounds around me. Another snap sounded and I squeezed my eyes shut. My teeth were chattering and I was on the verge of throwing up. The anxiety and fear were too much on my small body. At this rate, I would pass out long before they found me.
 
    
 
   Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.
 
    
 
   Out of reflex, my hand shot to the top of my shirt. I dug into my bra and searched for my switchblade. I didn’t find it. I fisted my hand, digging my fingers into the flesh, and banged my head against the tree. I didn’t take one in my haste to leave the apartment.
 
    
 
   How Emma? HOW could you forget?
 
    
 
   I was back to being too scared to move. I felt empty and completely alone. Nobody would help me. After priding myself on never being that damsel in distress, I was now praying for some form of help. Slowly, I pulled my phone out of my pocket. I took a few deep breaths, uncertain of whether to touch the buttons. If the men were around, they might see the glow of my phone, and I’d be done for. I waited for what felt like an eternity. Maybe they wouldn’t search this way. Maybe they passed and the sounds I heard were them moving away. I was so goddamn cold, and all I could think about was warmth and finding help. After a while, I heard nothing but the wind against the leaves and my heart beating inside my ears. There was that feeling of stillness, of aloneness, and it unsettled me. Everything frightened me: the tall trees, the swaying branches, the wind that howled every now and then as it whipped against my face, stinging my eyes and freezing my tears.
 
    
 
   Just do it. Do it. Do it. Make the call before you freeze to death.
 
    
 
   I pressed the button on my phone and quickly dialled 911. The light of the screen blurred my vision, and I rapidly blinked, adjusting to it as I navigated to the number screen. With shaky fingers, I pressed the phone to my ear and not a ring passed before the operator sounded distantly, “911, what is your emergency?”
 
    
 
   A sudden snap sounded, and it a sent a dagger-like feeling to my heart. It was close. Too close. Something darker than the night flashed to my side, and I screamed as a hand darted out to my arm. I wriggled away just in time, and the phone dropped in my panic as I took off again, running hard and fast.
 
    
 
   “Here!” screamed a male voice behind me. “She’s over here!”
 
    
 
   My body buzzed with adrenaline as I moved in all directions. Branches whipped past my body, stinging my skin as I shoved through heavy bush. I heard footsteps gaining behind me, and I didn’t turn to look. I kept moving, stumbling over fallen wood and rock. A hand wrapped around my arm and my heart leaped to my throat. A scream sounded out again as the man’s other arm closed in around my waist. He picked me up from the ground and I cried out, angrily twisting my body in his grip. I would never stop fighting. I would never let him win. He grunted and shoved my head into a nearby tree. I fell to the ground, my head aching. I felt a hard kick to my side, and I twisted my body into a ball with my arms over my head.
 
    
 
   “You’re going to make this difficult?” the man said.
 
    
 
   He kicked me again with his steel-capped boot, and it landed against my spine. The most excruciating pain tore through me. I immediately went on my knees to get away when his hand wrapped around my hair. Before I could think, he pounded my head again into the unbearably hard tree. I saw stars and my head spun. My body went sloppy after that, sagging in his grip as he continued to kick me until I was practically lifeless. With a loud grunt, he picked up my limp body and flung me over his shoulder.
 
    
 
   I felt like I was going to throw up. I might have even. I didn’t know. I was too out of it. My head pounded, my body hurt, and my vision continued to spin in rapid circles. I was so cold, my flesh had gone numb from head to toe. I lost consciousness, and as I slipped away, I heard the man triumphantly shout, “I got her!”
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   Emma
 
    
 
   This stabbing pain in my head woke me up. I opened my eyes and saw darkness. Blinking, I looked around, staring at the figures moving around me with purposeful strides. I opened my mouth, grunting and licking at my cold, numb lips.
 
    
 
   I was still outside, still in the forest somewhere, still freezing my tits off. Only I wasn’t running. I was on my side, against the cold damp earth. The trees overhead wavered with the wind, and for several moments I just stared at the black insipid sky, waiting for it to swallow me whole. Part of me hoped I’d just die already. That the cold would consume me and the last thing I would remember before fading away was the uninspired sky, a blatant reflection of my uninspired life before meeting Borden. 
 
    
 
   Slowly, my body stirred, and it was a difficult task to do considering every inch of me felt stiff as a board. I realized very shortly that my arms and legs wouldn’t move at all, and I panicked for a fleeting second until I knew what was wrong. My arms were bound behind my back, and my legs were bound by the ankles. The rope was tight, too tight to wriggle out of if I tried – and I fucking tried with everything inside me.
 
    
 
   “Mulligan said it’s all going down tonight, which means getting this thing done, which means doing your fucking job and digging that goddamn hole! I don’t want to hear you bitching about it. I don’t want to hear how the ground is hard. You’re not a bunch of pussies. Just fucking do it already so we could get out of this shithole and get paid.” 
 
    
 
   The voice belonged to the same man that ordered the others to find me on that road. I turned my face to him and watched him carefully. He was large and bald, wearing black clothes like all the others. There were five of them all up, I counted. I couldn’t make out their features. I couldn’t see a damn distinguishable thing – not that it mattered or anything. Anonymity wasn’t important if the person was going to their death.
 
    
 
   If they knew I was awake, they didn’t care. I was practically part of the scenery. They just walked around me like I was the most non-threatening thing to ever walk this earth. They were right. I felt it. Logically, there was no way out. They would do whatever they wanted to me, and I could either cry about it like I did as I belatedly ran away from the gunfire, or I could go down trying to at least fight, however pathetic that fight might be.
 
    
 
   “Borden is going to kill every last one of you,” I weakly said. I sounded quiet, but I knew they heard me the second the last word fell out of my mouth.
 
    
 
   They ignored me, and I felt this strange hysteria bubble within me. I laughed, and it sounded crazy. What came out of my mouth next was even crazier.
 
    
 
   “He’s going to hunt you down like he hunted those brothers down. You know what he did to them, right? He tortured them and cut them up. He said they begged for their lives to end, and he didn’t give them a shred of mercy. He just tore them apart, piece by piece, until they were a pile of white bones in a pit of fire.”
 
    
 
   I’d made most of that up, but what the hell did it matter? All it took was one to fear the wrath of Borden because, at the end of the day, my death would make him unstoppable. He would hunt them all down and probably do far worse than I could ever imagine. Even the deepest and darkest parts of hell would cringe at his capabilities. If I died, Borden would burn alive every soul that stood in his way.
 
    
 
   This time, heads turned to look at me. The four of the men stopped what they were doing, which I couldn’t see. If I’d unnerved them, I didn’t know, but they looked to the bald man obviously in control. He glanced my way, and I waited for him to come bounding to me to deliver more kicks to my nearly broken spine. Instead, he scoffed and said, “Ignore her. She’s literally going to her funeral. She’ll say anything to scare you.”
 
    
 
   The men resumed what they were doing, and I continued to fight the rope around my arms. The posture I was forced into made my shoulders ache, and with my hands behind my back my spine curved unnaturally. I remained on my side, grasping at the sticks on the ground, hoping one might be sharp enough to cut through the rope. It was an impossible hope, but I clung to my last shred of it with everything inside of me. I would not die. I couldn’t die. I didn’t live this long to get put out by a bunch of money hungry men who were digging a fucking hole to stick me in.
 
    
 
   No, I couldn’t go out this way. I had too much left to live. There were too many oxygen thieves in this world. Goddammit, I deserved a chance to make something out of myself! To nurture my relationship with Borden. To change him before he became a true monster. To prove to Granny there was more to him than meets the eye.
 
    
 
   I didn’t want to cry, but every second that passed, I felt this debilitating kind of horror run through me. I was full on panicking. This was an official countdown to the end of my life, and I didn’t want to face it with tears in my eyes. I wanted to fucking fight.
 
    
 
   They grumbled something about being done, and then the bald man came for me. I rolled away from him, flailing whatever part of my body I could. I must have looked like a caterpillar, slithering away, jerking my body upwards, going absolutely nowhere anytime soon. I heard their laughter, and as I made another roll, a heavy foot crashed down on my back, pinning me breathlessly to the cold earth. I dropped my head to the ground, my lips brushing against damp soil, breathing through the pain in my bruised back.
 
    
 
   “You’re not going anywhere,” the bald man said, the smile alive in his voice.
 
    
 
   “Fuck you!” I spat.
 
    
 
   “I’d definitely fuck you, but we’re pressed for time, and it’s a fucking shame too, because I’d have liked to have been the last person to put my seed in Borden’s little slut as a giant fuck you to that prick.”
 
    
 
   He turned me around and bent over, his arms grasping my shoulders. I glared at him, leaned forward, and spit at his face with the last of the saliva in my mouth. He responded swiftly with a punch against my right eye. My head snapped back, and more stars clouded my vision. My already aching head intensified with bolts of pain running through my skull like a lightning storm inside my head. 
 
    
 
   “That’s for being a bitch,” he grunted to me. 
 
    
 
   He picked me up and I tried thrashing in his grip, but every move made me nauseous. I dry heaved over his shoulder, throwing up bile from my stomach.
 
    
 
   “Get the fucking casket ready,” I heard him say, completely unfazed by my vomit.
 
    
 
   Casket?
 
    
 
   Uncaring of the nausea, I jerked again, screaming as loud as possible into the night. Nothing could silence me. I would scream until my vocal cords gave out, until I took my last breath. My hair fell over my face, more vomit spilled between my lips, and still I struggled no matter how hopeless I felt.
 
    
 
   Roughly, he threw me off his shoulder and into a hard box. I hurled my legs up and one of the men grabbed at them, forcing them down. Screaming with hysteria, I stared around the wooden casket they put me in. It was shaped in a long rectangle, longer than my own body, and it smelled of pine wood and dust. I screamed over and over again, gibberish flooding out of my mouth. I may have begged them to stop, or I may have cursed them to hell. I didn’t know. My mental state was slipping. I was losing my sanity the closer to death I was getting.
 
    
 
   “Keep her shoulders still,” the man ordered.
 
    
 
   I felt another pair of hands on my shoulders, and I stared wide eyed into a stranger’s face. Vapid eyes looked back me. A soulless gaze for a soulless murder. I saw something flash, and I blinked back at the bald man, who held a phone in his hand. He aimed it in my direction and another flash went off.
 
    
 
   “Picture is done,” he declared. “Nail the top on.”
 
    
 
   Two other men moved toward us, carrying the top of the lid to the casket. I screamed again at the top of my lungs as they lowered it over me. The hands around my shoulders and legs disappeared, and by reflex, I raised my legs and kicked with the front of my feet at the top that was suddenly shrouding me in a film of black darkness. The pressure of the lid was too hard to kick away. The sounds of the night dulled. Their voices were muffled, and moments later, I heard something pounding along the box. 
 
    
 
   They were nailing me in.
 
    
 
   Panic swarmed my insides. I shrieked, but nothing happened. I tried to kick my legs up, but it hit the top of the box and again nothing happened. I never even had the opportunity to fight. I crumbled and sobbed. I couldn’t help it. I let the tears run freely because it truly was over. I was going to suffocate and die. There was no doubt about it.
 
    
 
   The box jerked suddenly, and I tumbled around. They were placing me somewhere. Probably the hole. God, this really was my funeral. And then I heard it… The soft sounds of soil hitting the lid. They’re burying me alive. All my worst nightmares had come true. I panted, but I could hardly draw any air in. Was I suffocating already? Had I sucked too much air into my lungs in such a short amount of time? No, I tried to reason, that wasn’t possible. I was having a panic attack. I went lightheaded, and for a second, I welcomed the dizziness, hoping I’d just fall unconscious and be put out of my misery.
 
    
 
   I shook my head at the feeling, determined to stay awake. I screamed again and tried pounding on the wood around me with my shoulders and even my head. I was exhausting myself for no reason. I didn’t understand why I was fighting when it was futile. It was like my will refused to die. 
 
    
 
   The sounds of soil hitting the box ended minutes later, and I couldn’t hear anything else. My ears swallowed nothing but my loud frantic breaths.
 
    
 
   “No, please no,” I whimpered. “No, I’m not ready. I’m not ready.”
 
    
 
   My mind was already firing images of my grandmother, of my own mother, of Borden… I shook my head, frantically pushing the images away, unwilling to accept the truth. But they came at me anyway.
 
    
 
   Grandmother’s voice. Random memories flashing through my mind.
 
    
 
   8 years old: I found these rollerblades and I bought them with the last of my money. Try them on. They’re pink!
 
    
 
   10 years old: You’re my princess, Emma, no matter how old you are. You will always be my Princess Emma.
 
    
 
   13 years old: Don’t blame yourself. Your mother’s death wasn’t your fault. I love you. I will always love you, and I will never leave you.
 
    
 
   14 years old: If you’re going to be leaving the house often, take this knife here and put it somewhere nobody will find. Always arm yourself. It’s a dark world, and you’re too beautiful for it.
 
    
 
   16 years old: Let’s talk birth control.
 
    
 
   18 years old: He’s a fool to cheat on you. Only a fool would let you go.
 
    
 
   20 years old: I didn’t ask you to come over for a specific reason, but now that you’re here, I’ve set you up on a blind date. He’s a very handsome man.
 
    
 
   22 years old: I’m so proud of you, Emma. Just for being you. No other reason.
 
    
 
   I shook my head again at the images. No! But even as I said no, my body stopped moving. I was exhausted both emotionally and physically. I closed my eyes, relishing in the small circulating air around me. How long did it take for somebody to die in a coffin anyway? It was cruel really. Facing death like this with no way of stopping it. I was going to have to confront my life and all my failures and all I’d leave behind in the time it took to consume every litre of air around me.
 
    
 
   I cried so hard, my eyes hurt and the tears stung along my raw cheeks. My nose blocked and at some point more bile rose up my throat. I dry heaved and coughed and cried some more.
 
    
 
   And then I was completely and utterly spent.
 
    
 
   The weight of the soil created stress, and the wood above me strained and groaned, splintering it. It made the experience all the more real. I felt like the walls were closing in on me, and I sucked in more air, seized with sadness so heavy it hurt. 
 
    
 
   Maybe I could just fall asleep instead. Maybe I wouldn’t feel my soul slipping away. I kept my eyes closed and imagined Marcus holding me, running his hand through my hair, kissing me with those luscious lips. For some reason that eased the pain in my chest. It gave me something to cling to.
 
    
 
   It’s all your fault, Marcus.
 
    
 
   I still don’t care, either. I’m your doll. I’ll always be your doll.
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   Emma
 
    
 
   Scratch.
 
    
 
   Scratch, scratch.
 
    
 
   My eyes whipped open to the sounds. It was coming from the coffin lid. You’re hallucinating. You’ve probably had the last of the air. You’re starting to suffocate. I shook my head trying to clear it. Was I really hallucinating? My heart sped up as the sounds continued.
 
    
 
   “Help,” I weakly said, my voice drained of energy. “Please, help.”
 
    
 
   My throat was raw and it hurt to talk. The pain in my back where my wrists were digging into had worsened to the point I couldn’t move without wincing in excruciating pain. I was half-convinced I was dreaming, that the noise of something dragging along the surface of the coffin was in my head. But it was too vivid. My hearing was all I currently had in the blackness, and it couldn’t be wrong.
 
    
 
   “Please,” I begged, crying. “Please, help me.”
 
    
 
   Crack!
 
    
 
   Crack!
 
    
 
   The box jerked and my heart spiked. It was the only part of my body that was still working strong. But the rest of me was a pile of limp bone and flesh. I continued to stare at the blackness, blinking away the dizziness in my head. I felt so tired. So goddamn tired.
 
    
 
   You’re suffocating slowly.
 
    
 
   Suddenly I heard a loud grunt followed by a deep angry growl. The sound was absolutely monstrous.
 
    
 
   Crack! CRACK!
 
    
 
   The wood stressed above me, and then it broke through violently. Fresh air and grains of soil fell against my face as the lid forcefully opened. The darkness broke and the first thing I saw was a large hand pulling at the remainder of the broken lid. A huge figure loomed over me. I could see the long hair blowing in the harsh wind and as the figure leaned further down to me, I caught the thick beard and dark eyes. The familiar face frightened me more than it relieved me. I choked on a sob and cried out. “Hawke?”
 
    
 
   “I got you,” Hawke said, his arms wrapping around me. “I got you.”
 
    
 
   He pulled my limp body out and carried me out of the hole. I could hardly feel his touch as he set me gingerly on the ground, rolled me to my side and quickly tore away at the rope around my arms and legs with a large blade in his grip. Mentally, I was gone. This wasn’t real. I was probably dying and it was a mean hallucination right before the end. But then he rolled me on my back and I felt the sudden jarring pain in my shoulders as he brought my arms over my front.
 
    
 
   “You’re okay,” he told me, his voice soft. “You’re okay now. I got you.”
 
    
 
   It was too much. It was too real. I broke down, crying uncontrollably at the horror he’d just saved me from. His woodsy scent hit me. His touch broke through my numb flesh. He remarked that I was freezing and then he tore off his leather jacket and slipped it around me. The sudden warmth gave me pins and needles everywhere.
 
    
 
   “Don’t leave me,” I choked out, my mind playing catch up. I was so traumatized, I still couldn’t move. “Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me.” I repeated this like a madman, and he picked me up swiftly, tucking me against his chest and responded with, “I won’t” every single time.
 
    
 
   I was in a daze. There was no proper word to describe my mental state. Shut down? Broken? I felt like my soul had been ripped from my body and I was just lingering above, watching the scene unfold powerlessly. I was saved. I wasn’t dead. I wasn’t stuck in a hole. Yet my body reacted like I still was.
 
    
 
   Hawke grunted and pushed through the bush, seemingly going in a particular direction. It felt like he walked forever with no end in sight. By the time the forest met the road, I was in a bubble of warmth and weak beyond words.
 
    
 
   “We’re here,” he told me, his voice still gentle in an unfamiliar way. “You’re safe.”
 
    
 
   He let go of me with one hand, and the slight imbalance caused me to fist his shirt, shaking my head as the fear of being let go shot through me. I didn’t realize I’d been repeating the “don’t let go” line again until he said, “Emma, I won’t drop you. Don’t worry.”
 
    
 
   He dug his hand into his pocket and pulled out a key. I turned my head and saw a black SUV parked on the side of the road. He went to it and unlocked the passenger side. He opened it and delicately placed me inside against the black leather seat. When he closed the door, he hurried to the other side and slipped in. Turning on the car, he blasted the heaters. He had a deep look of concentration on his face – a face that was coloured with dirt. I looked at him like he was some ethereal god sprung out of nowhere to rescue me. I couldn’t wrap my head around it. I couldn’t move forward. I was in too much shock.
 
    
 
   “H-how did you find me?” My voice was small and scratchy.
 
    
 
   “I followed you,” he replied, turning his large body to me. “Graeme messaged me after you left and gave me the address of the bar. I came across the cars, the men, and…Graeme.” He swallowed thickly. “How are you feeling? I couldn’t get to you sooner. I had those fucks to take care of. I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   I blinked at him. Was he seriously apologizing? “You saved me, Hawke.”
 
    
 
   “I would have liked to have done it sooner. The big guy was harder to take down.”
 
    
 
   I looked him over. “You…you killed them?”
 
    
 
   His eyes narrowed. “Of course I killed them. I plucked them off one by one.”
 
    
 
   “All five?”
 
    
 
   He nodded solemnly. “If I wasn’t so pressed with time, I’d have done a little more to those fucks.” His gaze dropped to my shaking hands and he frowned. “Now answer me. Are you alright?”
 
    
 
   Tears fell as I looked away from him. “Graeme is dead.” Saying that out loud gutted me. The ache was so fresh. I covered my hand over my face and sobbed. 
 
    
 
   “I know,” he replied shakily.
 
    
 
   “They killed the others in minutes. I didn’t want to run away. I hid and watched them shoot him. He kept screaming for me to run…and I didn’t want to leave him, but I had no choice. If he’d just run off with me, if…if we’d done something else…It’s my fault. I never should have left –”
 
    
 
   “Hey,” Hawke interrupted, moving closer to me. He didn’t touch me, but he leaned forward, until his face was close to mine. “None of this is your fault,” he whispered. “You understand? None of it. If it wasn’t today, it would have been some other day.”
 
    
 
   “But Graeme…”
 
    
 
   “Graeme knew the risks. Hell, we all know the risks.”
 
    
 
   “He died for me, Hawke.” I looked at him between the strands of hair cloaking my broken face. “He’s dead.”
 
    
 
   He didn’t say anything for a while. He didn’t need to. I saw the pain in him. He let out a slow breath before pulling away. “Yeah,” he finally muttered faintly. “He is, but you’re not, and I’ve got to take care of you.”
 
    
 
   He took hold of the steering wheel and turned the car around. He booked it down the road, driving fast. There was a sudden distance between us, like minutes ago he hadn’t been cradling me to his chest tenderly and telling me I was alright. With my current feelings, I needed that closeness. No, I desperately needed Borden. I needed his arms instead. I needed his warmth, his words, his love. He was the one that needed to take care of me.
 
    
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked Hawke, feeling every part of me go slack in the comfortable seat.
 
    
 
   “To safety,” he answered.
 
    
 
   “To Borden, you mean.”
 
    
 
   For some reason, he didn’t respond to that.
 
    
 
   With his jacket still wrapped around me, I had pressed my head against the window and somewhere along the way fallen asleep. With every bump we drove over, I’d awake, startled and afraid. “It’s alright, Emma,” Hawke would tell me, reaching his arm out in my direction but never touching me.
 
    
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked him sleepily. None of the areas we were beginning to pass were familiar. I was so discombobulated, I hadn’t paid attention to the roads.
 
    
 
   “Like I said, I’m taking you somewhere safe,” he told me.
 
    
 
   “To Borden,” I whispered, already slipping back to the blackness.
 
    
 
   “Rest, Emma. You need it.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t argue. I couldn’t hold on to consciousness if I tried. All that screaming, all that horror, and all that raw pain had fatigued every inch of my body.
 
    
 
   I was slightly relieved for the blackness.
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Eighteen
 
    
 
   Emma
 
    
 
   The car door slamming shut jolted me awake. It was dark everywhere. I looked around and caught Hawke’s figure moving across a parking lot and to a large red brick shop with the name Warlords INK. A tattoo parlour.
 
    
 
   Instantly feeling uneasy, I stared at our surroundings. It was completely desolate except for a line-up of three black motorcycles out front. What the hell was I doing here? How long had I been sleeping? I looked back at Hawke and watched him as he pounded on the black front door. The place looked eerily dark. The windows were blacked out and had bars over them. There wasn’t a sign of any life. He pounded on it again, harder this time, and the door suddenly opened. Two men in black appeared. I couldn’t hear their conversation, but I saw Hawke leaning forward, pointing a finger in their faces and then pointing over their heads at something, or someone. Immediately they nodded and left, leaving the door open. Hawke turned back and walked to the car, moving to my passenger door and opening it.
 
    
 
   “Come on, little one,” he demanded. “Time to get out. We’ll put you in a bed in no time.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t move. I gripped my belt tightly, staring uncertainly at him. “Where am I, Hawke?”
 
    
 
   “You’re in Warlord territory.”
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   “Because you need to be looked after.”
 
    
 
   Panic shot through me. I shook my head. “No, no, no, Hawke. I want to see Borden. I don’t want to go to the club –”
 
    
 
   “I can’t take you to Borden, Emma.”
 
    
 
   “Why the hell not?”
 
    
 
   He tapped the roof of the car, looking away from me.
 
    
 
   “Hawke,” I pressed, sitting up in my seat. I winced at the pounding in my head and placed a hand on it.
 
    
 
   “Are you hurt?” he suddenly asked. “Did they do something to your head?”
 
    
 
   I took a few breaths. “I got knocked around a bit.”
 
    
 
   “What did they do?”
 
    
 
   “Kicked me, beat me against a tree, that sort of thing.”
 
    
 
   “That sort of thing,” he repeated, his nostrils flaring. His breathing changed as he studied me. “I didn’t fucking see that part.”
 
    
 
   “It’s fine.”
 
    
 
   “Like fuck it is.”
 
    
 
   I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter right now. Where is Borden?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know. He fucking disappeared. The last anyone’s seen him was at the port.”
 
    
 
   “Where the hell could he disappear to?”
 
    
 
   “If I knew, I’d take you to him, Emma. I’m in the dark too.”
 
    
 
   Worry replaced my fear. “They got him, don’t they?”
 
    
 
   He didn’t answer.
 
    
 
   I sucked in a breath, but it felt like my lungs were compressed. “They got him.”
 
    
 
   “We don’t know that.”
 
    
 
   But I did know that. “The bald guy…” I breathed out unsteadily, “he said tonight everything was going down.”
 
    
 
   “What did he mean?”
 
    
 
   “It means they got him.”
 
    
 
   He exhaled. “You need to quit thinking, Emma. Let us do that, alright? Get out of the car and come inside. You’re going to be looked after –”
 
    
 
   “I don’t want to be looked after,” I interrupted on a shout. He blinked at me in surprise for my outburst, but I felt like I’d reached the end of my rope. “I’ve had the worst day of my life. I watched a man I care for get killed. Then I got buried alive. And now you’re telling me that Borden’s disappeared. The last thing I want to do is get dropped off in a biker den filled with fuck heads who don’t give a shit!”
 
    
 
   “You’re talking like you have a fucking choice,” he replied calmly, his dark eyes burning into my own. “Unfortunately, darling, you’re shit out of luck. You’ve got no choice in the matter. You’re coming in, you’re getting a room, and that’s where you’ll be until Borden is located. Got it?”
 
    
 
   “Fuck you!”
 
    
 
   “Emma,” his voice came out as a warning.
 
    
 
   I pushed at his hard chest, more tears falling. “Go away! Leave me here.”
 
    
 
   “In a car, all alone, looking the way you do? You’re having a fucking meltdown.”
 
    
 
   “I’d rather be on my own in this car than around a group of crazy, strange men.”
 
    
 
   “You won’t. I’ll be there with you.”
 
    
 
   I froze and my arms fell. “You don’t mean that,” I muttered sceptically.
 
    
 
   “Of course I mean that. You think I’d just leave you around by yourself with these guys?  Borden would have my head. I’m not going anywhere, alright? I promise.”
 
    
 
   I deliberated for a few moments. He let me have my illusion of choice. Frankly, I knew I didn’t have one. I would have to go. I didn’t trust what was out there, and after tonight, I felt stripped of the strong girl I thought I was and reduced to a vulnerable, terrified mess. Borden had said before that there were people out there that wanted to hurt me just for being with him. I understood that, but tonight reality struck me numb with the experience. I never wanted to have a similar experience again.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” Hawke whispered, a note of desperation in his voice. “Nothing will happen to you. I got you this far, didn’t I?”
 
    
 
   I nodded dazedly. With trembling fingers I undid my seatbelt. He asked me if I needed help getting out of the car and I stubbornly shook my head. I didn’t think I would need any, but then my body swayed and my vision dizzied. I took a few breaths and caught the seat as I slid off of it. Hawke didn’t help me, but he remained close in case I fell. There was concern in him. I knew he wanted to carry me in, but I objected to his touch. I needed only one man’s hands on me, and it wasn’t Hawke’s.
 
    
 
   We walked to the opened door of the large tattoo parlour. Cautious, I looked around, waiting for something bad to happen. Maybe a teensy part of me thought Hawke would turn on me, or something. It was bad to think that way because he saved me, but I didn’t trust the bikers and I didn’t have much faith in people.
 
    
 
   If Borden trusts him, you must too.
 
    
 
   He let me step in first, and I was immediately greeted with the sight of both the men that answered the door and Hector, who was leaning back against the reception desk at the front with his arms crossed. All three pair of eyes looked me over immediately. If they were dismayed by the filthy sight of me, they didn’t show it on their faces. Hawke followed after me and slammed the door shut, locking the deadbolt.
 
    
 
   “What the fuck is going on?” Hector immediately asked.
 
    
 
   “A deal is a deal,” Hawke replied coldly. “You gotta honour your deals, brother.”
 
    
 
   Hector’s jaw ticked. “I gotta honour my deals? What deal are you referring to exactly? Because as far as I’m concerned, Borden was the one that left us high and fucking dry. I’m not taking that bitch in over whatever the fuck has happened on your end –”
 
    
 
   “Borden’s disappeared, asshole,” Hawke cut in, stepping beside me. His body shook with unconcealed rage. “His girl got kidnapped, got beaten around, watched men get blown to smithereens, and then she was buried alive, and you’re going to fucking stand there and tell me you’re not gonna take her in?”
 
    
 
   All three men looked back at me, their blank faces twisting into mortification. Silence followed, until Hawke nudged me and said, “Get in that chair, Emma.”
 
    
 
   I sat down on a waiting chair against the wall beside the desk. All at once, my body gave out and I buried my face in my hands. It took a few deep breaths before I had the energy to even look up at them. They were still staring at me. Hector, in particular, couldn’t seem to look away, caught up in a wave of both indifference and curiosity.
 
    
 
   One of the men sighed and finally broke the silence. “Borden said he was going to the customs office to get our shipment through. He said he had some pansy that he threw money under the table to get the shit in. He never showed back up. We waited five hours and turned back.” He shrugged, and I studied him for a quick moment. He was older, probably mid-sixties, spindly and tall, with a grey goatee and longish black/grey hair. He had one of those cuts on with the word “treasurer” on it. I didn’t know what it meant. I wasn’t up to date with criminal biker terminologies.
 
    
 
   “I know,” Hawke replied. “His men had the same story. He’s disappeared, and we have to find him.”
 
    
 
   “Mulligan’s probably got him,” Hector spoke, his eyes still on me. “That’s the only explanation. He wasn’t alone once, not until he ducked out to the office. We circled around that street a dozen times. His car wasn’t there. I thought maybe he just took off, or something happened to his bitch or something.”
 
    
 
   His bitch.
 
    
 
   “I have a name,” I gritted out. “It’s Emma. Not Bitch.”
 
    
 
   Hector shrugged. “Same fucking difference, and you’re still not staying. The business transaction never happened. Now we’re fucked because we don’t have our fucking product to pass up to the Italian mob that’ll be hounding our asses in about five seconds. This is a serious fuck up.”
 
    
 
   “Your shipment is here,” Hawke gruffly retorted. “It’s sitting at the fucking port, brother! Getting it out won’t be an issue.”
 
    
 
   “We’re not taking her in until it’s out. This deal only works when it’s fifty-fifty.”
 
    
 
   Hawke’s expression dropped. I felt a chill in the room radiating from him. He took a step closer, his huge body mirroring Hector’s, but he looked so much rougher, like he’d been around the block way more times than his younger brother. I believed it.
 
    
 
   The other two men stepped away from him, deciding distance was better, and that was a wise decision. Hawke was as unpredictable as Borden, and that could be a good thing, or a very bad thing depending what side you were on.
 
    
 
   “Fifty-fifty?” he repeated slowly. “Borden sold himself out for you dipshits. He barely takes a slice of the fucking pie. You’re getting a deal of the fucking century with that product, and you dare fucking talk about fifty-fifty? The deal was to make sure she” – he pointed at me with his damaged hand – “has a safe place to be when the time is right – and the time is fucking right.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, Hawke, but you don’t get to make that decision. Last I checked, I was the President of this club, and that bitch ain’t staying –”
 
    
 
   PUNCH!
 
    
 
   The strike was so abrupt, I hardly registered it happened. Hawke’s fist was coated in bright red blood, and Hector was on the ground, hand over his blood nose, wheezing through his nostrils. With ease, Hawke kneeled down to his level and said very slowly, “And last I checked, I’m the real fucking president of this club, and I get to override your substituting ass whenever I fucking well feel like it. She stays. And Hector,” he leaned in even closer, “she’s got a fucking name, and bitch ain’t one of them.”
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   Emma
 
    
 
   Hawke got his way. Hector stormed out of the parlour with a hand over his nose and a scowling face. A minute later his bike roared to life and zoomed away. The other two men just lingered in the background, staring at Hawke like he was Jesus resurrected. He stared back at them evenly, growling out, “She’s staying. Anybody else got a problem with that?”
 
    
 
   They shook their heads. The goatee man muttered, “No, Hawke. It’s…good to have you back.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not back,” Hawke replied. “I’m just stepping in for a while. When she’s here, I’m the boss, and nobody better fucking look at her. She’s Borden’s property, and you better pass that message along when we get to the clubhouse.”
 
    
 
   They nodded adamantly, and I could hardly believe what I was seeing. I was used to Hawke taking orders, not giving them.
 
    
 
   “Good,” he said, grabbing a bottle of unopened beer on the counter. “Now give me the fucking key to the place.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   He took me to a pub – called Crown – on the same street. It was another non-descript red bricked building. There was a black banner above the name of the pub with the word Warlords on it and a symbol of a sword in the middle of two crossed battle axes and a flaming skull dead centre. I recognized this symbol. It was on the back of their leather cuts.
 
    
 
   I wanted to ask why Hawke was taking me to a pub, but I didn’t bother. There was a method to his madness, and I was too exhausted to speak anyway. This entire night felt endless, and I knew even when I hit the pillow I wouldn’t be able to close my eyes. I’d be thinking of Borden and stressing over his whereabouts.
 
    
 
   We got out of the car and he took out a key that one of the bikers gave him at the parlour. He jammed it into another black entrance door and, before kicking it open, he said to me, “If anyone is still conscious, stick by me, alright? They might be too drunk to know who you are and try cop a feel.”
 
    
 
   I nodded at him. “Okay.”
 
    
 
   He opened the door and we stepped in. The pub was huge and ordinary, and the lights were dim but visible enough to see everything. The first thing I noticed was the man passed out on a stool with his head on the bar counter and a spilt mug of beer next to his arm. As I took a look around, I spotted two other guys, one asleep on a chestnut coloured table, another on the ground and snoring with his head against a wall.
 
    
 
   I shot Hawke a look of confusion. Where exactly was he intending on taking me? I followed him across the vast room, to the far back part of the pub. Pushing open a door, I saw a staircase so dark and eerie looking, I was sure people got stabbed on them often. This time, I didn’t let Hawke keep his distance. I moved closer to him and grabbed at his arm. I didn’t want to be stabbed on top of everything else tonight. He didn’t seem to mind as we climbed up the long steep stairs. We reached a medium sized open area. It looked like a living space with worn couches, arm chairs, and a massive television. There was one shirtless man sleeping on a four seater couch and a completely naked woman sprawled over him. Aside from her bare ass, her other lady bits weren’t visible. The room backed on to a small kitchen and standing there was a petite woman with light brown hair piled high in a loose bun with her back turned to us. She had a kettle in her hands and was filling up a mug.
 
    
 
   Hawke stopped dead and stared at her. For a brief moment, his body tensed. “Tyler?” he let out quietly, his voice laced with disbelief.
 
    
 
   The girl jumped and a slosh of boiling water spilled over her knuckle. “Shit,” she whispered before turning around. Her knuckle was in her mouth, and she was sucking on her burn gently when her gaze connected with Hawke. Her eyes bulged out of her face, the burn no longer concerning her as she dropped her hand to her side and stared at him.
 
    
 
   “Hawke?” she asked.
 
                 
 
   He looked her over, from top to bottom, taking in her long pyjama pants with yellow bird patterns and grey sweater with a name of what I assumed was a local school. Whether it was high school or college, I didn’t know. The girl appeared very young, maybe eighteen (hopefully eighteen).
 
    
 
   “What are you doing here?” she said, moving to us. Mindful of the biker asleep on the couch, her movements were quiet. “And why is your beard so long?”
 
    
 
   Hawke stared her down, his face going tight. “First of all, leave my beard alone. Second of all, what am I doing here? What the fuck are you doing here?”
 
    
 
   She stopped feet away from us, a look of guilt washing over her young face. “I…”
 
    
 
   “You what?” he pressed, a voice of authority now. “You whoring around the clubhouse now, Ty?”
 
    
 
   She hesitated and her eyes looked away for a moment. “I’m not whoring myself, Hawke.”
 
    
 
   “Then what the fuck are you doing here? Whose bed are you in?”
 
    
 
   She didn’t respond.
 
    
 
   Hawke’s fisted his hands. “Answer me, Tyler. Is it Hector?”
 
    
 
   “No,” she murmured almost too quietly to hear, but her cheeks went pink at the mention of Hector and I had to wonder if she was telling the truth.
 
    
 
   “Then who?”
 
    
 
   Her lips trembled as she breathed out, “Yours.”
 
    
 
   Hawke’s shoulders slumped in relief, and now I didn’t know what the hell was going on. Did he like her? There was no want in his eyes. In fact, he looked at her like she was a kid in a very naughty place – and she kind of was, I guess.
 
    
 
   “There were no other rooms,” she went on to explain. “The club’s been really full lately, and…I didn’t do anything to your room. It’s the same. I mean, there’s a little dust, but…I don’t have anything of mine in there. Well,” she paused and her eyes went to the ceiling in thought. “I got my purse in there, and some outfits, and…I think I got my straightener in there too, but...I crash here because the guys are cool with it, and…they had a wild night and I couldn’t go to sleep. I wasn’t doing anything wrong, I promise… I swear, Hawke.”
 
    
 
   Fucking hell. Doth does protest too much.
 
    
 
   Hawke crossed his arms, exhaling slowly as she rambled. “Alright, Ty, I got it. But I need a room for her to crash.” He motioned to me, and for the first time the young girl looked at me with her brows shot up.
 
    
 
   “Oh!” she said. “Okay, I didn’t know you were with someone or…I mean…is she yours? Cause she’s wearing your…” Her gaze went to his giant jacket I was still wearing. I didn’t even care I hadn’t given it back. It was warm and I was still numb. “Well, she’s pretty. Did you need the bedroom to be with her? I didn’t touch the condoms in your drawer. I mean…I saw them, and” – this girl was the most awkward thing I’d ever seen – “I’d find no reason to use them or anything –”
 
    
 
   “No,” he immediately replied, blinking hard at the rest of her gibberish, “she is definitely not mine, and please don’t fucking say the word condoms to me, Tyler. I might blow a fuse with you. This is Emma. Borden’s girl.”
 
    
 
   At the mention of Borden, she looked mortified. “Oh, my God, Marcus Borden? Oh, my God. I’m so sorry. I didn’t even know. I should have known –”
 
    
 
   “It’s fine,” I hastily interrupted, surprised by her reaction. What the hell? Was she terrified of me? What was so terrifying about me? I looked like a human ragdoll. I could still see bits of dirt on my hair, for crying out loud.
 
    
 
   “Ty,” Hawke said, patience depleted. “A room. I need a goddamn room. Is there one or not?”
 
    
 
   “You can just have yours back. I’ll find a way home. I washed the sheets yesterday, so it should be clean. I can replace them again if you like, Emma –”
 
    
 
   “Ty, it’s fine,” Hawke went off again on an annoyed sigh. “Stay here. I’ll be back to take you home where you belong,” he stressed the last word with a glare in her direction, and she shrivelled away in her guilt-stricken state. “Sit down and have your tea. I’ll put Emma away.”
 
    
 
   I’ll put Emma away. Like I was some vacuum cleaner that needed to be put back inside a closet. I sighed, not even bothering to dwell. I followed him out of the room and down a hallway filled with closed doors and other rooms. Christ, this place was huge, and it’d looked so mundane and lacklustre out front. 
 
    
 
   His room was the last door. We got in and he turned the light on. He surveyed the room, shaking his head at all the pink shit. Poor, awkward Tyler was a fibber. She’d practically moved into his bedroom. Aside from her butterfly lamp, pink clothes, pink mini-rugs and nearly naked man posters on the wall, the room was average. A queen bed was against the wall. There was a dresser and a desk, and a bathroom (thank heavens). Hawke threw his key down on the desk and continued to look around, this time running a hand over his beard in frustration.
 
    
 
   “Get in bed,” he told me tiredly. “Get some sleep.”
 
    
 
   I sat down on the bed and looked at him. “I’m not going to be able to sleep, Hawke. You know that.”
 
    
 
   He looked me over, frowning. “You look like shit, Emma.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks,” I retorted sarcastically. “That’s just wonderful because I care so fucking much about the way I look right now.”
 
    
 
   “I mean you look dead tired. I can’t have you sleep-deprived and acting out like you did out front of the tattoo place, yelling at me and shit. I need you level headed about the situation.”
 
    
 
   “Level headed?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah.”
 
    
 
   “Borden is out there!” My eyes immediately welled up again. “I can’t lose him, Hawke.”
 
    
 
   He sighed. “I know.”
 
    
 
   He moved to sit down next to me. The bed shifted beneath his weight, nearly causing me to fall against him. He ran his hands through his long hair, and I looked at him in the light. He looked like shit too. Dark circles under his eyes. There was more dirt on his face than I initially realized. I looked down at his hands. His nails were cracked and broken, dirt beneath their surfaces.
 
    
 
   This man had literally dug me up.
 
    
 
   My heart tightened in my chest. “Thank you,” I whispered to him, gently.
 
    
 
   His dark eyes met mine. “You don’t need to thank me.”
 
    
 
   “You saved me.”
 
    
 
   “You said that already.”
 
    
 
   “You went on your hands and knees and dug me out.”
 
    
 
   “Anyone would have done the same.”
 
    
 
   “Are you seriously going to keep downplaying your rescue?”
 
    
 
   His lips lifted barely. “Yeah, I am. Because I didn’t just save you for you. I saved you for Borden. He needs you.”
 
    
 
   I scoffed. “Wow, what an awesome thing to tell someone. ‘Hey, I saved you not because I wanted you to have your life or anything, but because of your lover.’ Thanks, Hawke.”
 
    
 
   He chuckled despite everything. “You’re a fucking gem, Emma. Sarcasm is the perfect response to have right now. Keep at it.”
 
    
 
   I smiled for a second, and then a wave of emotion crashed into me at the same time. My smile went the other way, and in a heartbeat I choked on a cry and covered my face. I sobbed into my hands. And then I swallowed a huge lump and the faucet of tears turned off. I sucked in a breath and quickly wiped away my tears.
 
    
 
   “You okay?”
 
    
 
   “One minute I’m trying to be strong and the next I crumble.”
 
    
 
   “You’re in shock. Your mind’s still trying to figure out what just happened. This is normal.”
 
    
 
   I nodded and took long breaths. “You’re right about needing sleep. I’m just not functioning right now.”
 
    
 
   “There’s a bathroom in the corner if you need to clean up. I’m sure there’s some of Ty’s clothes in the dresser that you can use until I send for yours. Try and sleep. I’ll be back in the morning with more information. You never know, Emma. Borden might not have gotten taken. He’s a resilient fucker. Maybe he’s kicking around somewhere.”
 
    
 
   He got up and stood in front of me for a few moments. He stared at me, as if unsure if I would be okay on my own. I just nodded at him once more. I’d be okay. He turned around and left the room. The second the door closed, I buried my face into the nearby pillow and sobbed again.
 
    
 
   I was not okay.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   After my sob-fest, I inched into the bathroom warily. Thankfully, with a girl occupying the room, the bathroom wasn’t filthy. I didn’t know what I was expecting to find in a clubhouse bathroom, but it wasn’t pristine tile walls, pink bath mat and an endless combination of beauty products in a neat row along the counter.
 
    
 
   I almost smiled. Almost. This Ty girl was a clean freak, and you’re only a clean freak in a biker clubhouse when you’re trying to get your mind off something or, judging by the pink in her cheeks at the mention of Hector, someone.
 
    
 
   I turned the water on and stripped. I glanced briefly at the mirror before I stepped into the stall. I was filthy. My entire body was coated with bruises and deep scratches. My face was a mess. There was a giant blackening bruise around my eye. I was covered in soil top to bottom, and it sprinkled off of me, destroying the white bathroom with dark brown smudges.
 
    
 
   I stepped inside and let the water wash over me. I didn’t think in that moment, nor did I feel. I just stood there, empty, trying my hardest not to let the images of Graeme lying in a pool of his blood in.
 
    
 
   I’ll never talk to Graeme again. I will never see him alive again. I will never go to work and irritate the shit out of him. He’s dead. Just like that.
 
    
 
   The second I felt my chest tightening, I took another deep breath in. Then I quickly washed myself. I didn’t care about what I was washing. I just squirted body wash in the palm of my hand and slid it over every inch of my body, determined to get it done so I could get out. I didn’t bother with my hair. I was on the verge of another meltdown. I quickly turned the water off and got out, grabbing a pink towel off a hook. I wrapped myself in it and hurried to the bed. I collapsed and crawled under the covers, throwing them over my head.
 
    
 
   It was a miracle that I fell asleep.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes when a body sat down on the edge of the bed. Every inch of me was sore. I didn’t forget about last night, not even for a split second, as I regained consciousness. I was sure I’d slept for many hours. My eyes were still begging for sleep, and my body was more responsive. Emotionally I felt like a shell, and I knew it was Hawke beside me, so I waited for him to deliver the heart pounding news.
 
    
 
   “There’s no sign of Borden.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t think it was possible, but my heart sank even further in my chest. I closed my eyes again, waiting for sleep to come. When I slept, everything disappeared for a while. But I wasn’t fortunate this time. Borden’s face flashed before my eyes.
 
    
 
   Didn’t he just tell you he loved you?
 
    
 
   “What are we going to do?” I finally asked.
 
    
 
   “Keep looking,” Hawke said. “It’s just…we don’t know where to fucking look.”
 
    
 
   “There are no witnesses?”
 
    
 
   “If there are, nobody’s stepping forward.”
 
    
 
   “Someone has to know something.”
 
    
 
   “I know.”
 
    
 
   “Well figure it out then! You’re bikers, right? Don’t you beat people and take names?”
 
    
 
   When Hawke didn’t answer, I threw the covers off of me and sat up. He looked at me and then quickly looked away, his jaw tensing.
 
    
 
   “What?” I grated out. “What is it?”
 
    
 
   “You’re not wearing anything, Emma.”
 
    
 
   I looked down at my bare body. I waited for that humiliating feeling to come rushing through, but there was nothing.
 
    
 
   “Sorry for dirtying our bubble of modesty, Hawke,” I mocked, throwing the covers over my chest. “How inconsiderate of me.”
 
    
 
   He set his elbows on his knees and ran both hands over his long black hair. He grabbed a chunk of it and squeezed. “Quit being short with me, Emma. I’m fucking trying right now, alright? I’ve been out there for twelve hours. I’ve rounded all the men, questioned them to hell and back, and now the members of the club are doing a search. It’s not over.”
 
    
 
   Just as he said that the bedroom door opened, and Hector stepped in, not giving a shit that he might be intruding. Talk about lack of privacy in this place. He didn’t look angry anymore, but he wasn’t happy either.
 
    
 
   “I’ve just made some calls,” he stated, looking at me. “Everyone’s on the look-out. We’ll be snatching more of Mulligan’s men over the next couple days. They’ll get everything out of them and hopefully find his body.”
 
    
 
   “His body?” I repeated, my voice deadening.
 
    
 
   Hector shrugged, frowning. “Babe, we have to be realistic about this.”
 
    
 
   “Babe? Last night I was Bitch and now I’m Babe?”
 
    
 
   “After my dear brother punched me, I’ve upgraded my fucking speech for you. Would you rather I continue calling you Bitch?”
 
    
 
   “Fucking hell,” Hawke cursed. “Why the fuck are we arguing right now?”
 
    
 
   I pointed at Hector and screamed, “Because he just assumed Borden is dead!”
 
    
 
   “Terry Mulligan is a crazy fucking lunatic,” Hector snapped, leaning down to my level. “Look how fast he ordered your hit. They didn’t even fucking rape you, did they?”
 
    
 
   I hesitated before responding, “No, they didn’t.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, because he wanted you out of the fucking picture as soon as humanly possible. If he’s got Borden, then who’s to say the same outcome hasn’t happened?”
 
    
 
   “It hasn’t,” I argued, my voice cracking. “You’re not searching hard enough.”
 
    
 
   Hector scoffed and shook his head. “Look at my brother, woman. Look how broken he is. He’s been out there for hours. We’ve all been doing our part, and we haven’t come up with anything. So please, if you’re so much fucking better at this criminal fuckery than the criminal fucking brigade, enlighten us. Where shall we look? You tell us and we’ll fucking obey your high command.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t respond straight away. Hector stood up and continued to shake his head, mouthing off about my ignorance. I wracked my brain for something – anything – that would prove him wrong. Borden wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be dead. He had always appeared so untouchable to me. There was no way…
 
    
 
   “I mean, what the fuck were you guys doing out in the middle of bumfuck anyway?” Hector muttered under his breath. “You were fucking looking for trouble.”
 
    
 
   And then it hit me.
 
    
 
   “Blythe,” I said quietly, grabbing their attention. “We were going to get my friend Blythe from a titty bar.” I felt like an idiot. “She seemed desperate for a ride and said there were men out front that were threatening. She begged me to pick her up. Said she had nobody else to turn to. We didn’t make it. There were already tire spikes on the road. They knew…they knew we were coming.”
 
    
 
   The brothers stared at one another.
 
    
 
   “Emma,” Hawke then said softly, “we’re going to give you a piece of paper and you’re going to give us her name and her address. Can you do that?”
 
    
 
   I nodded. My life was falling apart all around me. “I can do that.”
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   Emma
 
    
 
   They were gone for several hours. The only person that came to see me was Tyler with a plate of breakfast. Why she was back after Hawke was so adamant she leave was beyond me.
 
    
 
   “You hungry?” she asked me.
 
    
 
   I stared at her. She was small and soft looking. Her hair was the colour of caramel and her skin was creamy white. She had a look of innocence I didn’t think was possible to have given her choice of residence. I didn’t say anything to her as she placed the plate of waffles on the bed and slowly backed away, looking uncomfortable by my silence.
 
    
 
   “You don’t have to go,” I found myself whispering just as she reached the door.
 
    
 
   She turned around. “You want me to stay?”
 
    
 
   I nodded, swallowing a lump in my throat. “Please.”
 
    
 
   She came to me and sat down on the bed, resting her back against the wall. She didn’t try and make conversation. She didn’t even lay a comforting hand on my shoulder. It was like she didn’t know how to, or she chose not to. I glanced at her as she stared ahead, focused on a spot on the wall. Her indifference reminded me of myself at her age. Was she rough around the edges? Was that why she was here?
 
    
 
   I liked having these questions. They distracted me from feeling pain.
 
    
 
   “How old are you?” I asked her.
 
    
 
   “Nineteen,” she answered.
 
    
 
   “You’re very pretty.”
 
    
 
   Her cheeks flushed and she smiled. She had particularly plump lips. “Thanks. You are too.”
 
    
 
   “Can you talk?” I asked her. “I need to get my head away from Borden right now. I’m barely coping and I don’t want to spend all my time crying right now.”
 
    
 
   She just looked at me with this surprise in her eyes. “You want to talk to me? You don’t want me to get anyone else?”
 
    
 
   “No, I prefer you.”
 
    
 
   She let out a long breath, as if truly shocked that someone was interested in her. “Okay, um. What do you want me to say?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t care. Anything. Everything.”
 
    
 
   She nodded quickly and then talked. Little did I realize the door I’d just opened. 
 
    
 
   Tyler never shut up.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “You fucking serious right now?” Hawke fumed as he walked into the room, glaring at Tyler. “I dropped you off at the apartment, Ty!”
 
    
 
   “I had nowhere else to go,” she replied snottily, that teenage fire alive inside her.
 
    
 
   He just pursed his lips and stared hard at her for a long moment. Then he said, “Get out. I need to talk to Emma.”
 
    
 
   She left the room in a hurry. The girl was awkward for a reason. Her life was a pretty fucked up one. My ears were still ringing from all that information dump. Hawke took a seat next to me, and I waited patiently, resignedly, for what he had to say. I knew what was coming. Blythe had sold me out. That was the only logical explanation.
 
    
 
   “What happened?” I asked him. He just looked at me, and that was answer enough. Anger ignited inside of me. “Why did she do it?”
 
    
 
   “She said men had come around and forced her to. But then we found over five thousand dollars and a small bag of coke under her mattress, and she fucking crumbled. They paid her off. Your good friend is a coke whore, darling, ever since she met a fucked up guy with a bit of money and too much attention to give her. She made excuses, that Borden was a stalker, and that she was only trying to look out for you.”
 
    
 
   “Fucking bitch,” I cursed sharply, fisting my hands as the anger continued to flow within me. “That fucking little bitch, I trusted her!”
 
    
 
   “You gotta start trusting people in your own circle.”
 
    
 
   “She was in my circle.”
 
    
 
   “Not when you decided to be with Borden.”
 
    
 
   My breathing sped up. “Have you killed her?”
 
    
 
   He shook his head. “We beat her around a bit. Had to, but…didn’t kill her. Hector decided in the end that it was up to you what happens to her. If you want her gone, just say the word.”
 
    
 
   Yeah, I wanted her gone. I wanted them to peel that lying skin off her face. Wanted her eyes carved out of her head. Wanted her burned and torn apart. I panted as the adrenaline continued to run its course.
 
    
 
   “She might do it again,” Hawke added. “You can’t have that sort of threat around.”
 
    
 
   He was right. I couldn’t have that threat around. Her life was in my hands, and I felt a rage so fierce it fucked with my idea of right and wrong.
 
    
 
   “No,” I finally said roughly, trying to think clearly. “Don’t kill her. Tell her she needs to get the fuck away from New Raven. Threaten her that if she ever comes back, she’ll be sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Okay. We’ll do that.”
 
    
 
   “Would Borden have done that?”
 
    
 
   “What do you think?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head. “He wouldn’t.”
 
    
 
   “You’re right. He would have had her killed for hurting you, but…he would understand your decision. He did the same thing to Kate’s father. He tried sneaking into the club with a gun.”
 
    
 
   I stilled. “I remember that. It was him?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah. Borden couldn’t go through with the kill. Too much history, like you and Blythe. Told him to leave and never come back. We’ll scare the girl. It’ll likely work and you’ll never have to deal with her again.”
 
    
 
   Despite how angry I felt, it was still difficult to hear that. We had so much history, Blythe and I. So many hours spent talking, so many secrets exchanged, experiences shared. I kind of felt like I had to part from an important limb. Briefly, I wondered whether she just needed help. Maybe she was desperate and it wasn’t the real her that would sell me out, but a drug-deprived version of her. 
 
    
 
   Does it even matter? Borden is gone without a trace and she betrayed you.
 
    
 
   “I know it’s hard,” Hawke said, noticing my struggle. “But this is where you get stronger.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” I whispered. “Just…get rid of her then.”
 
    
 
   He stood back up. “How about I grab you something to eat?”
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   He sighed. “Emma –”
 
    
 
   “I can’t eat when he could be starving somewhere. I’m not even hungry.”
 
    
 
   “He wouldn’t want you to be like this.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t reply. He was right. If Borden knew I was this down, he’d be pissed. I imagined his pissed face, and I stifled another cry. I didn’t want to break down in front of him yet again.
 
    
 
   “You don’t have to babysit me every time you get back,” I said.
 
    
 
   “I promised you I wouldn’t leave you alone with the guys.”
 
    
 
   “I’m in your room, and Tyler kept me company.”
 
    
 
   He rolled his eyes at the mention of her. “Of course she did. Look, I’m going to get the boys to pick up some pizza. I’m bringing one up for you, and we’re going to sit and eat. Even if you don’t feel up to it, it’s important to try.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t want –”
 
    
 
   “I don’t care what you want. You’re under my roof now, Emma. You’re eating.”
 
    
 
   He walked out before I said another word. As stubborn as I was, so was Hawke. I got off the bed and it took every bit of my willpower. I didn’t want to move at all. If were my choosing, I’d have been in a ball of pain, but I knew I had to be strong. I needed to clean myself up properly. I went into the bathroom and had a proper shower this time, washing my hair and brushing my teeth using toothpaste on the tip of my finger. And once again, I crumbled under the burning water. Just yesterday Borden was wrapped around me, kissing me. He’d made love to me. For goodness’ sake, my vagina still felt used! In a strange move, I cupped it and closed my eyes. I pushed my fingers inside myself just to feel how sore I was. I didn’t want to forget the ache he left behind in me, but the ache at the moment faded in the company of all the bruises down my back. Goddammit! Not even my body could cling to his touch, and that feeling of despair burned a hole through my chest.
 
    
 
   “Please be okay,” I whispered out loud. “Please, Borden. I need you. I fucking need you so much.”
 
    
 
   Feeling a wave of nausea at standing for so long, I sat back down on the tile floor and brought my knees to my chest. I used every bit of hot water.
 
    
 
   I dressed in a loose fitted shirt and track pants I found in Tyler’s drawer. No bra, though, because mine was filthy and hers were too small. By the time I stepped out of the bathroom, nearly an hour later, Hawke was back in the room with a box of pizza and a litre of soda. He glimpsed at me before getting to work, putting a slice on a paper plate and filling up a plastic cup with the fizzy drink. He handed it to me just as I sat back on the bed.
 
    
 
   “We’ll eat,” he said, “and then I’ll go back out there and keep looking.”
 
    
 
   “Let me go with you.”
 
    
 
   “No. You stay.”
 
    
 
   “I’m already going stir crazy. I want to go out there and do something, Hawke. I feel stagnant.”
 
    
 
   He grabbed a slice and collapsed on the opposite end of the bed with his back against the wall. Taking a massive bite, he repeated, “No. You stay. That’s the purpose of taking you in. And stop looking at me like that. We’re over our issues, let’s keep moving forward with our relationship.”
 
    
 
   “You mean, you’re over hating me.”
 
    
 
   “I already apologized to you,” he said, looking directly at me. I thought I saw heat there in his eyes, but they vanished in a blink of an eye and I was certain I was seeing things. At least, I hoped I was.
 
    
 
   I looked down at my plate and my stomach rumbled as the smell of pepperoni wafted to my nose. He told me to quit staring at it and just eat it. I picked it up and nibbled on the tip. It was disgustingly good. The cheese practically melted on my tongue.
 
    
 
   “Good girl,” he told me, smiling faintly at me. 
 
    
 
   I forced a few bites down, avoiding his eyes.
 
    
 
   “They did a real number on you, didn’t they?” he remarked. “Your fucking eye looks killer. Does it hurt?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” I admitted. “But it’s fine.”
 
    
 
   He stepped off the bed and moved to the bathroom. I heard him rummaging in the cabinets before coming out. He moved to me and set two pills next to my pizza. “For the pain.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t look at him once as he lingered there for seconds at a time, his woodsy scent conquering the smell of pepperoni. Then he moved back to his seat on the bed and smashed through his pizza. I took the pills without question and then gobbled up the pizza. It was on my last bite I felt that warmth sitting in my stomach, and I stopped chewing, blinking back yet more tears at the thought of Borden out there somewhere with an empty stomach.
 
    
 
   I needed a distraction and grasped for a topic – anything I could think of at the top of my head.
 
    
 
   “That Tyler girl,” I started, forcing the bite down my throat, “is she in love with your brother?”
 
    
 
   Hawke’s shoulders tensed, his surprise evident. “She better not be. Hector doesn’t do love, we know that. He’d rip her heart out of her chest, and I would probably kill him if she cried over that dick. I looked after her since she was thirteen, and all my hard work isn’t going to end with her jumping in bed with him. Figures she’d like him after I leave. Another fucking issue to have to deal with.”
 
    
 
   “Why’d you leave in the first place?”
 
    
 
   “Because I had to.”
 
    
 
   I levelled him with an annoyed look. “God, Hawke, stop with the vague answers. Tell me the truth. You work for Borden for who knows how long when you could be the president of a notorious club that bends to your will the second you show up. Give me some insight. I’m losing my mind over here.”
 
    
 
   “I’m a wanted man, Emma,” he replied slowly. “It’s why Hector is in charge.”
 
    
 
   “What are you wanted for?”
 
    
 
   “Murder.”
 
    
 
   “You can’t fight it?” I was surprised by my immediate question. I was totally unfazed by this murder charge. Was I just numb from Borden’s disappearance and Graeme’s death, or was I really that desensitized?
 
    
 
   He laughed scornfully. “I already did.”
 
    
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
    
 
   “I was sentenced to thirty years without parole. Thanks to Borden, I served one year and escaped. I had to commit to some…painful things in the process.” He idly stared down at his mangled hand. “My escape had to look like it wasn’t successful. When Borden came to pick me up, he blew my finger off and cut up parts of my hand. He scattered them around the place to make it look like I’d been ravaged by animals. He made me bleed out all over my jumpsuit before I took it off and left it behind. He tore that apart too. I almost bled to death. Hector paid him a fucking fortune for it, and then Borden offered me a job with him until the heat died down and I could come back, though I couldn’t fucking see how I ever could. I’m supposed to be dead.”
 
    
 
   I stared at Hawke in disbelief, and like a slap in the face, I recalled the words of creepy prison fetish Joel during our disastrous date forever ago. He’d spoken of the New Raven Prison, and how a man had escaped four years ago.
 
    
 
   They found him ten kilometers 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.
 
    
 
   “That was you,” I said quietly. “You’re that escapee that everyone thought died.”
 
    
 
   He just shrugged and took another massive bite out of his pizza.
 
    
 
   “And it was all Borden.” My brain went haywire with this information. “I don’t get it, though. Why would Borden even want to do that? He returned with so much money.”
 
    
 
   Hawke paused, appearing conflicted as he replied, “No, he didn’t.”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   Hawke chucked his crust down on the box. “Borden…He didn’t come back as rich as everyone thought he was. Did he even tell you what he did?”
 
    
 
   “He was a smuggler.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, and he worked his way up fast for some very rich buyers. He smuggled artefacts in.”
 
    
 
   “What kind of artefacts?”
 
    
 
   “Anything he could get his hands on. Jewellery, paintings, pretty much anything that wasn’t nailed down in fucking Baghdad and other places they sent him to, and they sent to some seriously fucked up areas. Places he had to blend in.”
 
    
 
   “How did he do it?”
 
    
 
   “Any way he could. Sometimes he trucked it to a shipping yard, and they transported it through logistic contractor containers. Other times he went directly to the buyer if he was within the country. But it was these shipping yards he realized the power behind owning a port. He meddled with the black market the entire time he was gone and he made a lot of connections. Connections he uses even today to bring shit over.
 
   “Anyway, he came back richer, but he still needed way more cash injection. He bought up a couple businesses the Warlords were selling on the side for some hard cash, and once Hector learned about his travels and skills, he asked to help out with my situation. There was too much heat on the club around that time and he needed an outside source as soon as possible. They didn’t know how long I had left. I killed a very bad man, and I was in a prison filled with his men. I was going to die some way or another, so I needed out. Borden did that, got paid, and then offered me a job alongside him. We made our money any way we could in the beginning, though most of it came from cash loans, debt collecting, and shady shipments. Once the other businesses around the city were bought and bringing in the money, we no longer needed to do the dirty on the side.”
 
    
 
   “He stopped?”
 
    
 
   “For most of it, yeah. There are still jobs here and there we take, some shipments that come through under the table. It’s a great way earning money without a paper trail. But ultimately, Borden wanted us to be more legit than we were criminal. It’s why the cops can’t fucking touch us.”
 
    
 
   “But he’s made it so that everybody’s terrified of him. He’s always put a target on himself.”
 
    
 
   “Because he wanted to be the one at the top. You have to remember with Kate gone he didn’t care about anything but power. He wanted to destroy every gang in New Raven because they reminded him of the scums that killed her.” He paused, recollecting something before adding, “Sometimes the idea of a bad man will scare even those worse than him into obedience. He was right. Fuck, Borden was a capable man.”
 
    
 
   Was.
 
    
 
   I swallowed hard. “He’s still alive, Hawke.”
 
    
 
   Hawke didn’t respond. His face went clear, expertly hiding his emotions, but his eyes were distant. He was hurting. I knew he was.
 
    
 
   “He told me what Mulligan is like,” I continued. “How sick he is. That he’ll most likely torture a person first. Don’t you think with Borden, somebody that’s killed this guy’s stepsons, he’d stretch it out and take his time?”
 
    
 
   Though the thought terrified me, it also relieved me too. Because if Mulligan had him and he was doing that, it meant Borden was still breathing with me right now.
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” Hawke mumbled, faintly. “I just honestly don’t know, Emma.”
 
    
 
   I set my plate down. I was shaking everywhere. “I can’t live without him, Hawke. If he’s gone…I’m gone too.”
 
    
 
   “If he’s gone, I’ll take care of you. I’ll make sure nobody ever touches you again, and I’ll bury Mulligan. I’ll fucking destroy that man until there’s nothing left of him, and you’ll be the one to put the last bullet in his head.”
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   Borden
 
    
 
   They grabbed him just outside the customs office. One bike on either side of his car, tapping on his window, gun pointed in his face. Touché, motherfuckers. The one time he was alone, the one time they would have had the tiniest opportunity to take him, and they did it. They fucking did it. It was done swiftly. He stepped out of his car and slid straight into another black Mercedes where he was given a glass of water in the backseat by another man that had a gun to his face.
 
    
 
   “Drink it,” the young man had told him. “All of it.”
 
    
 
   Borden sighed and stared down at the glass of water. Fucking hell, this day was never going to end.
 
    
 
   “Poison?” he asked. “Might as well tell me, right?”
 
    
 
   The young man hesitated but didn’t respond, not that Borden needed one. Of course it wasn’t poison. Mulligan wouldn’t take him down that fast. Borden took his time studying his surroundings,  at the wanna-be tough guy in the front seat with a wavering gun to his face, and at the men that slowly began surrounding the car, offering him absolutely zero chance of escape.
 
    
 
   “Alright,” Borden said, calmly. “I’ll fucking drink your shit, but I want you fucks to look at me very carefully as I do it. Look at the man that’s going to fucking kill you after I kill your boss first.”
 
    
 
   He took a giant gulp of the powdery tasting shit and didn’t wait very long for the effects to start kicking in. In just minutes, his mind clouded and his eyes were harder to keep open. He shook his head, fighting against the inevitable. He knew he was losing control and that any second he would black out. It was only near the end he thought of Emma and how exposed she was without all his men at the club with her. His chest constricted at the thought of something happening to her.
 
    
 
   Blinking rapidly, he angrily grabbed the shirt of the man in the front seat and pulled him closer. He stared at the young eyes of a delinquent no older than eighteen, and he saw the pool of fear that suddenly surfaced. The gun shook in the kid’s grip and the tip smacked against Borden’s forehead. Borden knew straight away the coward wouldn’t pull the trigger.
 
    
 
   “You’re just a fucking kid,” Borden slurred.
 
    
 
   Losing control of his movements, the glass fell from his other hand, and he reluctantly closed his eyes. The last thing he saw was the boy’s trembling lips.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   He awoke to a bucket of ice cold water poured over his head. His eyes shot open, and he could hardly breathe as another bucket immediately soaked through him again. His entire body shuddered. It felt like a thousand daggers plunged into every surface area of his body, and no amount of twisting offered him peace. Men laughed and mocked him, one of them punched him across the face, remarking, “Who is the tough guy now, Borden?”
 
    
 
   Borden’s body roared to life and he zeroed in on the face before him. “Is that really what you call a punch, you pussy little bitch? Try harder next time.”
 
    
 
   The man’s expression dropped and he punched Borden again, harder than before. Borden felt a mild pain, but he laughed anyway. If these fucks thought they could break him, they were wrong. What was some cold water and a weak little fist going to do?
 
    
 
   “You fucking idiot,” he laughed, tasting blood in his mouth.
 
    
 
   The guy shook in anger and raised his fist again, but he didn’t punch him. He refrained, like something was stopping him. Instead, he spat at Borden and stomped out of the room with all the other guys. The heavy door shut harshly, and Borden was all alone. He shook his head at the residual cloudiness slowly going away and looked around the room. It was pitch black. He couldn’t see anything and he couldn’t move. He was bound to a chair in a dark, damp room, and as he struggled to break free, he realized it was futile. The fucks had cuffed him well.
 
    
 
   With a long sigh, he said out loud, “Why don’t you just fucking show yourself? Hiding in shadows and playing games is starting to get old, Mulligan.”
 
    
 
   There was a moment of silence before he heard something shuffle behind him. It was eerily close. Small footsteps rounded his chair, and then it was quiet again. Borden stared in the direction it was coming from, waiting. He could feel the man’s presence feet away.
 
    
 
   “You know where you are?” said a deep voice. “You’re in a cellar right now in the middle of nowhere. You’re going to become very acquainted with this room, and you might even feel connected to the whore my boys killed. After all, this is where she took her last breaths.” 
 
    
 
   Kate. Borden tensed and his heart picked up.
 
    
 
   “Nobody will hear your screams, Borden, except me. I’m going to take my time with you.”
 
    
 
   The footsteps moved to the door and it opened. Borden squinted his eyes, staring at the tall, thick frame of Terry Mulligan in the dim light of the hallway.
 
    
 
   “And,” the sick bastard added, turning his red bearded face to him, “as you reflect on the loss of your first whore, you shall mourn the loss of your second.”
 
    
 
   He stepped out and the door shut again, leaving Borden in complete darkness.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   He was left alone for hours. He tried pulling apart the cuffs, but they dug sharply into his wrists like knives. He didn’t mind the pain, but he couldn’t keep wasting his energy on an impossible task. He was completely immobile, and all he could do was try and relax his body.
 
    
 
   If he couldn’t move, he would need to rest. Staying awake and stressing himself out would leave him drained by the time the feral shits returned. He shut his eyes and dropped his chin to his chest. His mind wandered, and he thought of Kate. She had been here, where he was. Had they tied her down too? But he didn’t remember seeing marks on her wrists. She’d been choked to death, the coroner had said.
 
    
 
   I’m sorry, Kate.
 
    
 
   He’d spent so long trying to keep her memory alive in him. Buying his place over the river was his first mistake. It had tormented him, that fucking river, every single night, and he’d depended on that pain to drive him forward.
 
    
 
   Mulligan’s trying to fuck with you, and it’s working. You’re thinking of her and you’re hurting. You’re letting him win.
 
    
 
   Borden exhaled and shook his head again. Instead of Kate, he thought of Emma. Sweet, feisty Emma with that saucy little mouth. He imagined those lips wrapped around his thick cock, and he chuckled in spite of everything. Only she could get him hard while he was tied to a chair and frozen solid.
 
    
 
   We’ll move. He promised himself, like getting out of this cesspool was a given. I’ll take her somewhere else. Somewhere nice. Away from that river. Away from the past. She’ll take my name and it’ll just be us.
 
    
 
   He took deep breaths, and rested easy with these promises, and then he continued to imagine her lips around his cock with a tired smile on his face.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Another bucket of ice cold water splashed over his head, and this time he opened his mouth and took gulps of it. The same five men were in the room, and one by one they struck his face and upper body, and he laughed at them, telling them how much of a weak pussy they each were. They’d usually sneak a few strikes in, pissed at his mockery, then they’d leave the room and he’d face more lonely hours before they did it again… and again.
 
    
 
   Ice water.
 
    
 
   Punch.
 
    
 
   Laugh.
 
    
 
   Repeat.
 
    
 
   Borden knew they were trying to weaken him, and with the hunger gnawing within him, they were succeeding. He just didn’t want to make it easy. After the fourth round, they returned and stripped him of his clothes until he was in nothing but his briefs. They splashed four buckets of ice cold water over his bare body, chilling him in place and then they brought two other buckets half filled with water in. They lit a lamp in one corner of the room and dumped bags of ice in each bucket. They dragged the two buckets over to where he was and forced his foot in each. The jolt he felt was sharp and acute, traveling up his legs and through his body like lightning bolts.
 
    
 
   “We won’t punch you anymore, Borden,” one of the men said. “We’ll just fuck with you in different ways.”
 
    
 
   “F-fuck with me in different ways?” Borden repeated, fighting the clatter of his teeth. “Didn’t know you loved the dick so much, gentleman. But then again, you’re fucking pussies, so –”
 
    
 
   Another punch landed across his face and Borden just laughed, spitting out a glob of blood in the process. Unprofessional little fucks couldn’t even stick to their word the second they got angry. It was going to make killing them that much easier.
 
    
 
   They left him alone with the lamp still lit in the corner of the small cellar. He stared around the stone walls, trying to get his mind off the excruciating chill radiating up his legs. His toes were quickly becoming numb, and he found himself breathing faster, harder. His lips formed an o as he sucked the air in and out. The cold water was fucking with him physically, making every muscle in his body tense and then grow tired.
 
    
 
   This was bad. This was very fucking bad.
 
    
 
   He was so exposed, his skin slick with cold water in an already chilly room. Was he going to freeze to death? No, that wouldn’t be a fit ending that a sadist like Mulligan would have in store. However, it was a step in that direction.
 
    
 
   “Fuck,” he cursed angrily under his breath, panting through the icy feeling. He tried to move his legs around, but they were too pinned in place. This was torture. Absolutely fucking torture, and it was almost too much.
 
    
 
   He thought of Emma again. He had to be strong for her. He couldn’t die. No other dick would fulfil his little alley cat. Poor fuck would have a lifetime of work cut out for him, living in Borden’s shadow. And just the thought of another man touching her gave him that anger he needed to push through.
 
    
 
   He would survive, just for her.
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   Borden
 
    
 
   The next time they returned, Mulligan was present. Borden was half-conscious, every part of him so strained and sore, he couldn’t think straight. His skin was pale, his lips blue, and his giant body shook like an earthquake. He pressed his lips together at the sight of Mulligan observing the state of him. He raised his head and straightened his neck, unwilling to allow the bastard to see his pain, but Mulligan smirked knowingly.
 
    
 
   Two men moved to Borden and removed his legs from the buckets. Borden hissed at the spasm of muscle pain in the back of his legs as they pushed away the buckets and dropped his legs back to the ground. As for his feet, he didn’t feel a thing. He couldn’t even wriggle his toes, they were that unresponsive.
 
    
 
   “Leave me with him,” Mulligan told his men.
 
    
 
   All five of the same bastards marched out of the room, shutting the door behind them. Mulligan moved to the wall and leaned his back against it. He placed both hands in the pockets of his black trousers and tilted his head to the side. Just as he was studying Borden, Borden was doing the same. The man was large, capable looking, and had a fierce, aged face. This man once owned a good portion of the city and had a huge following, and just being watched by those dark eyes, Borden understood why. He was an unfeeling lunatic.
 
    
 
   They didn’t say anything for a while, but their gazes never shifted away for a second. Mulligan appeared triumphant, his entire body relaxed like he wasn’t standing in front of a threat. “You’ll break after I leave,” he remarked with certainty. “You’ll be begging for death sometime tomorrow or the next.”
 
    
 
   Borden just smirked. “You’re a fucking fool, Mulligan.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t believe me?”
 
    
 
   “There’s only one way this is going to end, and it’s me standing over your dead body.”
 
    
 
   Mulligan chuckled. “With what army?”
 
    
 
   “I’m my own army, motherfucker,” Borden retorted. “And you’re just a pussy, like the men you hire. There’s no real loyalty to a man that’s been sitting in a jail cell for all those years, and you can’t fucking take bragging rights for killing the most feared man in New Raven when you’ve beaten him to an inch of his life and then sent him out into the wild to hunt him down. I know all about your fucking sadistic, unequal games, and men like you don’t stay at the top.”
 
    
 
   Borden saw a flash of anger in the man’s eyes. He forced the smirk on his face, but it wasn’t as real as it had been seconds ago. Borden was getting to him. Good.
 
    
 
   “You killed my boys,” Mulligan responded calmly. “You never gave them a fair fight either. I’m not interested in being equal to you.”
 
    
 
   “Your boys were uneducated thugs trying to be hard, and in the process they fucked with me by killing a woman I cared for. Your revenge is misguided. You’re just too much of a lunatic to see the truth in that.”
 
    
 
   “They killed her for a reason, Borden. It was my call. You could have made it easy. You could have forfeited a percentage of money for the businesses you owned, and my boys would never have touched your whore.”
 
    
 
   “I’ve already come to terms with her death, dickhead, by tearing your boys apart. I’d say we’re fucking even.”
 
    
 
   Mulligan pulled a phone out of his pocket and muttered, “You killed two people that meant something to me, and I took only one person from you. And, as of yesterday night, I took your other whore and the men that protected her as well.”
 
    
 
   Borden didn’t flinch, but inside his heart tensed in panic. There was no way. He clenched his jaw, thinking of Graeme, Hawke, and all the other men he’d had. No fucking way this dickhead got to her. He was full of shit. He swallowed hard, determined not to waver to this man’s mind games. But…there was something eerily cold in the man’s expression, something that hinted at a deep pride behind his words.
 
    
 
   “Are you doubting me?” Mulligan asked. “Because your face says so. You think I’m talking shit, don’t you?”
 
    
 
   Borden didn’t respond. He felt his body quake, and he held an uneven breath to try and calm down. It was a lie. Please, let it be a fucking lie. Not his Emma. Anything but his Emma.
 
    
 
   Mulligan took a few steps closer, his eyes flickering from his phone and to Borden. That smile came alive again. Borden eyed the phone, and with every step Mulligan moved closer, the panic within him rose to unbearable heights.
 
    
 
   “She’s in the ground,” Mulligan said, turning the screen to him. “Literally.”
 
    
 
   The screen showed a picture of his terrified Emma, hands bound above her head and placed into a wooden box. Her face cut Borden open. In a split second, he died on the inside.
 
    
 
   “Now,” Mulligan said coldly, “we’re even.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   It was a blur of events after that. Borden had shut down, and just like Mulligan had predicted, he had been broken. The men returned and removed him from the chair. He couldn’t feel movement in his legs and he crashed to the ground in a heap. They kept the cuffs on behind his back and left him, removing even the one piece of light he had – the lamp.
 
    
 
   He was in complete blackness, and it was maddening. He barely moved, he didn’t even think. All he saw before his eyes was the memory of that picture, of a woman he loved buried in the ground. They’d gotten to her.
 
    
 
   Borden choked on a sob. Had they touched her? Had they hurt her? Had they forced themselves on her? Had she suffered?
 
    
 
   He couldn’t imagine the horror she felt; the abandonment. And he hadn’t been there to rescue her when she needed him the most. She was dead. Suffocated like Kate was, but in a slowly gruelling manner. What was the point of keeping himself alive when she was gone too? He’d loved her so fucking much. He’d been ready to give her his name. An entire future was robbed from them. She would never wear his ring, never fall pregnant with his child. He’d given her his soul, and she’d taken it to the ground with her.
 
    
 
   It was his fault.
 
    
 
   He should never have chased her.
 
    
 
   Maybe death wasn’t so bad.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   They beat him, threw more water over him, and never fed him. All the while, he just lay there, his will destroyed. He never cried, never screamed, never begged for mercy. Mercy was for pussies, and with all feeling gone, his old self returned. The colours in his world disappeared, replaced by blacks and greys. They didn’t fucking like it, and Mulligan thirsted for a response in him, for a grovelling Marcus Borden to crumble before them and ask for permission to die.
 
    
 
   But no. Even with his will destroyed, Borden wouldn’t dare let the bastard have his victory. It gnawed on Mulligan.
 
    
 
   Then they barged in one day, and Borden had been sleeping. They removed the cuffs off him and spread his tired arms out, pinning them to the cold ground. He heard something mechanical – a drill – in the background, but he was barely conscious, barely even caring of whatever horrors awaited him. Something hard and cool rested in the palm of his right hand, and then it spun, and spun, and dug into his flesh.
 
    
 
   Borden growled out from the pain, his saliva oozing out of his opened mouth. Tears pricked his eyes as they spread his other palm open and drilled another hole in it to match the other. When they finished, they left him in a puddle of blood. He held his hands to his bare chest, shaking from the agony and passed out.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   He heard the door open again, and he shook. They weren’t due to come back, goddammit. What the fuck were they going to do to him now? He felt nauseous. So much blood had passed since they’d drilled holes in him. He’d thrown up bile relentlessly, quivering from the harsh cold surface and the pain.
 
    
 
   “Borden,” he heard a voice whisper.
 
    
 
   He opened his eyes and stared up at the kid from the car. That time had felt like an eternity ago. Every hour in this hellhole had felt like a year. In any case, he hadn’t seen this kid around at all for the beatings. Maybe they were training him. It made sense.
 
    
 
   He warily watched the kid approach him with something in his hand. Borden was so fucking weak, he might not even be able to fight the puny shit off with whatever he was going to use on him. The kid kneeled down to his level and pressed whatever he held to Borden’s mouth. It smelled citrusy. Borden didn’t part his lips to let it in. Instead, he pursed them and glared at the boy.
 
    
 
   “Please,” the kid said, his voice sad. “You haven’t eaten. You’ve been without food for almost five days, Mr Borden.”
 
    
 
   Borden didn’t open his mouth.
 
    
 
   The boy dropped the fruit to the ground by his head. “Please eat it. If my father finds it in here, I’ll be in a lot of trouble.”
 
    
 
   Father. Another pig offspring of Mulligan. Borden snarled at him, and the boy buckled away, fear in his eyes. Shame Borden was too weak to move. He’d have beaten the fucker.
 
    
 
   “Get the fuck out of here,” Borden rasped out. “Don’t you fucking show your face this close to me again, or I will chew through your fucking throat.”
 
    
 
   The boy quivered but stayed. “She’s not dead, Mr Borden,” he suddenly said. “Emma isn’t dead.”
 
    
 
   Borden’s heart thudded harder. “Don’t you fucking play with me, kid.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not! I swear.” The boy looked over his shoulder and peered out the door of the cellar. Then he turned back to Borden and leaned in closer, whispering, “They went back to the gravesite when the men that were supposed to kill her never returned. They found the men dead and the grave had been dug out. She was gone. They don’t know where she went.”
 
    
 
   Borden shut his eyes, fighting the tears that surfaced from spilling. He swallowed hard, and it felt like all the tension he’d been coiling within him had immediately unfurled. After several moments, he opened his eyes back and murmured, “I know where she is.”
 
    
 
   “Where is she?”
 
    
 
   Borden focused back on the boy. “Why the fuck are you doing this?”
 
    
 
   “Because he killed my mother,” the boy replied, his voice pained. “He came out of prison, murdered her and forced me here because he didn’t like how soft I was. Said I was going to be like him, and…I’m scared of him. I’m scared of all the fucking evil he’s done. I want to get away. I didn’t want to point the gun in your face, Mr Borden. I didn’t want to do any of it, I swear.”
 
    
 
   Borden had no time to doubt the boy. “What’s your name?”
 
    
 
   “Jem.”
 
    
 
    “Where are the rest?”
 
    
 
   “There’s only three in the cabin outside. Nobody knows I’m here. I heard them talking about Mulligan coming back. Said he’s going to finish you off.”
 
    
 
   “They’ll find out if I’m gone, won’t they?”
 
    
 
   “Mulligan has his hunting dogs tied outside. They don’t find me a threat so they don’t bark, but they will with you. Then they’ll know what I just did and we’ll both be dead.”
 
    
 
   Borden rested his head on the ground and thought hard about what needed to be done. His body was in ruins. They had done a number on him, and he wasn’t sure how far he could go if he escaped, but he did know that he wasn’t capable of surviving another beating. His ribs were broken, his body was sore, and his blood had pumped out of him in a scarily fast pace – another wound to him and he’d die. There was no way he could take them down with his bare hands.
 
    
 
   “Can you do something for me kid?” he asked, staring at the boy.
 
    
 
   “Like what?”
 
    
 
   “If you help me out, I’ll set you up good. You hear?”
 
    
 
   Jem nodded. “Yeah, I hear.”
 
    
 
   “You’re going to leave and I’m going to tell you where you’re going to go, and what you’re going to do when you get there.”
 
    
 
   The boy nodded again. “Okay.”
 
    
 
   “Good, now listen up.”
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   Emma
 
    
 
   I was in hell. There were no other words to describe it. Just…hell. It felt like my life had completely halted and suspended in limbo. If Borden was dead, I was going to crash and burn. If he was alive...my God, if he was alive! Just the thought of it pricked my eyes with tears, but I’d cried too much. I had shut down around the third day of his disappearance. Hawke had pressed me to get out of the room, and I only conceded because Tyler needed some things from there in peace. I almost forgot how many secrets a girl her age has until I looked under that mattress. Oh boy. Condoms and love notes, but to whom they were addressed, I didn’t dare check. I didn’t care.
 
    
 
   The bikers were everywhere in the pub. I got used to them after a few hours. They were surprisingly tolerable. Some even stopped by to give me a comforting pat on the back. Any other day and I would have questioned their motives, but there was genuine sympathy in their gazes, and I accepted their light touches because I was desperate for reassurance. Go figure. The fuckers weren’t as sleazy and awful as I’d initially thought.
 
    
 
   But they did love their women.
 
    
 
   Females were everywhere, ranging between the ages of twenty to thirty five. I didn’t see many over that age, and it disturbed me just a little bit. They hung off any biker they could get their hands on. Their need for attention was a little sickening; their desperation for the club life meant they would obey any order from any man with a cut, no matter how disgraceful or humiliating that order was.
 
    
 
   If Hawke wasn’t around, I was left to my own devices most of the time. That usually consisted of sitting down on one far end of the bar and blankly watching the television screen while waiting for Hawke to return for some news. He never did have anything concrete, just loose ends and name dropping from men him and his brother had visited.
 
    
 
   By the fifth day, I was a void. I stared but didn’t look. I listened but didn’t hear. I spoke but didn’t talk. I was just…there.
 
    
 
   I was currently sitting on my usual stool, forcing a few pistachios down my throat – and just thinking about pistachios reminded me of Borden’s stash under his desk he used to pick at when he was angry. A figure slid into the stool next to me, and I glanced that way for a second and then frowned.
 
    
 
   Linda.
 
    
 
   Of course.
 
    
 
   She idly watched the same television as me and didn’t say a word for a few minutes. It was the first time I’d seen her since everything went down, and I wasn’t in the mood for her smartass remarks. She lit a cigarette next to me and smoked, uncaring about the second hand smoke clouding around me. Unfortunately, I didn’t care for it either.
 
   “I’m just as scared as you, Emma,” she finally spoke, turning to look at me. “I care for him too, and I want him back.”
 
    
 
   “Present tense,” I remarked. “You’re talking like he’s still alive.”
 
    
 
   “He is. I know it. He’s a tough man.”
 
    
 
   “Means nothing when you’re outnumbered.”
 
    
 
   “Means everything when you’re Marcus Borden.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t respond straight away. Truthfully, it felt nice to hear another person talk about him like he was still around. Everyone else was using past tenses to describe what a tough man he “used” to be.
 
    
 
   “I hated you for so long,” she suddenly said, turning her body to me. “I kept asking myself what you have that I don’t. I’ve been with Borden since he opened Owls, and he’s never looked at me the way he does to you, and you’ve only been on the scene for a fraction of the time I have.”
 
    
 
   I shrugged. “What do you want me to say, Linda? Sorry?”
 
    
 
   “No, but him being gone makes me realize how much you’re hurting, and I don’t want to be that horrible woman that puts you down when you need to be carried more than anything. Hawke told me what you’ve been through. The men are hurting for you, and I’m…I’m hurting for you.”
 
    
 
   I looked at her. Her eyes were misted over. She looked nothing like the bitch I’d known her to be. “Thanks, Linda. I hated you too. I kept asking myself why Borden would even hire you, but seeing what you do to the club, and how hard you work, I understand. I just didn’t want to admit it.”
 
    
 
   She smiled sadly. “When he comes back, we’ll start new. I’ll pretend you haven’t taken the man of my dreams and burned my future into the ground. It’ll be like nothing ever happened between us. A fresh start.”
 
    
 
   I blinked. “That’s…very sweet of you.”
 
    
 
   She watched with me for several more minutes and then she slid out of the stool and wandered off. Of course, because she wasn’t interested in the bikers, the bikers flocked to her like she was a piece of forbidden fruit, completely neglecting their two dozen other women in the same room.
 
    
 
   Typical.
 
    
 
   “Emma!” I heard a shout just as the bar door slammed shut. I spun around and watched Hawke, Hector, and a young guy I’d never seen before, stride through the room quickly, their eyes set on me.
 
    
 
   Every part of me tensed at the look Hawke was shooting me. “What’s going on?” I asked, my heart already picking up. Was it bad? Shit, it looked bad.
 
    
 
   “It’s Borden,” Hawke said, grabbing me by the arm. “We know where he is, and he’s alive.”
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Borden
 
    
 
   A rusty butcher knife. That was the only weapon Jem could get to him before he left. Not a gun, not a machete, not anything remotely useful in a matter of life and death situation against five other men, but a fucking rusted butcher knife with the dullest edge Borden had ever touched. Fuck!
 
    
 
   He sighed as he rested his back against the wall. It took serious effort just to get up. He hissed at the pain every now and then, but keeping himself upright was like a step forward to Emma, and knowing she hadn’t died in that hole gave him that last spark of life he needed to do this. And let’s be real here. The man was feared by all. If he died now, it would be a serious fucking embarrassment to his name. No, Borden needed to push through. If not for Emma, then for New Raven. A city needed its villain, and he owned the role like it was made for him.
 
    
 
   He didn’t know how long he sat there. Maybe it was hours. Maybe it was a whole bloody day. All he knew was it was about the right amount of time before the fucks came bustling through the door. They’d gotten a bit lazy lately. And cocky. Letting their guard down at the state of Borden. He appeared so weak, they’d go in two at a time each go and beat on him. But like Jem had said, Mulligan was expected to join. Which meant they were going to finish Borden off. That was fine. He wouldn’t go down easy.
 
    
 
   He heard a sound of one pair of footsteps descending the staircase into the cellar. He went still, waiting on the sound of others. Relief temporarily overcame him when there weren’t any more, and then all at once, he got ready as the lone person unlocked the door and shoved it open. Borden stood up as the door swung in front of him, and the man stepped inside. Borden immediately swung the door closed just as the man turned around with a gun in his hand.
 
    
 
   Mulligan’s surprised eyes met his, and just as he raised his gun, Borden knocked his body into him, knocking him on his back. The gun flung from his hand. Borden dug his arm across Mulligan’s throat, keeping it there with the weight of his upper body. Mulligan flailed beneath him so hard, he knocked Borden off. He turned to grab his gun a few feet from where they lay, and Borden grabbed at Mulligan’s leg, halting him. They grunted, and it took everything inside of Borden to keep his hold while keeping the knife in his hand.
 
    
 
   “You won’t fucking win this,” Mulligan seethed, stretching his arms out just shy of the gun.
 
    
 
    “I already have,” Borden grunted back. “The first fucking rule when you’re torturing someone: never give them the use of their hands.”
 
    
 
   This was risky. If Borden went to stab him, he’d be giving him the opportunity to grab the gun. But what choice did he have? His energy was depleting itself by the second. He inhaled sharply and let Mulligan go. Mulligan grabbed the gun and turned just as Borden drove the blade into the man’s chest. The gun went off past his head, the sound leaving Borden with ringing ears. Mulligan shot again, flailing his body around to fight the weight of Borden over him. With his body flushed against his, Borden pulled the knife out of him and stabbed him again, right in the heart this time.
 
    
 
   “And rule number two,” Borden gritted out as Mulligan’s mouth spurted with blood, “never torture a badass motherfucker alone.”
 
    
 
   He pulled the knife out of Mulligan’s chest and quickly grabbed the gun from his loose grip. Then he leaned his back against the dying, gurgling piece of shit and stared at the door. The other fucks would have heard the gunshots. They would be coming, and armed with a knife and a loaded gun, Borden was ready.
 
    
 
   He had to be.
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   Emma
 
    
 
   The sun had only just come up when the car pulled onto a dirt trail. I was alarmed at how close we were to where I’d been buried. The young man, Jem, pointed ahead, and Hawke drove down the zigzagged road. I glanced over my shoulder and at the dozen other cars following behind us, every single one filled with armed bikers and Borden’s men. We were prepared for a war, even though Jem assured us we wouldn’t get one. He said there were only a handful of men in the cabin, excluding Mulligan. That while Mulligan had a decent following, he was still in his infancy and still without the sworn loyalty of men he’d counted on when he left prison. In other words, there hadn’t been as many followers as he’d alluded.
 
    
 
   I wasn’t thinking of all that as the car stopped in front of the nice looking cabin and next to three other parked cars. I was thinking about the man I loved, and hoping he was still clinging on to life.
 
    
 
   “Stay here,” Hawke told me.
 
    
 
   As if.
 
    
 
   I climbed out just as all the others did around us. We were a large crowd, forty plus armed people, moving toward the cabin cautiously but confidently. If the bastards inside were smart enough, they’d surrender. 
 
    
 
   But we didn’t get that far. Everybody stopped dead in their tracks and stared ahead. They stared at the bloody looking man seated on the steps of the cabin, nothing but his briefs on. He held a gun in one hand and a sad looking butcher knife in the other.
 
    
 
   My heart climbed up my throat as I continued to walk to him. I was pretty sure I was the only one moving. No, not moving, running.
 
    
 
   “Marcus!” I shouted, tears pricking my eyes.
 
    
 
   He was looking right at me, his face completely covered in blood, the only feature familiar were those bright blue eyes. The only eyes I ever wanted to look into.
 
    
 
   “What the fuck took you so long?” he asked slowly, his voice raspy and weak.
 
    
 
   I heard the sound of laughter behind me, but I wasn’t laughing. I was sobbing and kneeling down before him. My arms wrapped around his neck, uncaring of the blood he was transferring to my clothes. He dropped the butcher knife from his hand and wrapped that arm around me, holding me tightly against his chest.
 
    
 
   “I was so scared,” I sobbed, squeezing. He wheezed in pain, and I pulled back. “You’re hurt.”
 
    
 
   He forced me back into his arms, muttering, “Nah, I’m fine. Just a few scratches. Keep holding me, doll. Don’t let go of me.”
 
    
 
   I kissed him everywhere. Up his throat, over his jaw, on that sweet mouth of his. It was gross, but I didn’t care. He looked hideous, but I didn’t care. He was alive. He was okay, and nothing else mattered.
 
    
 
   “You’re going to be my wife,” he whispered in my ear as I pulled away to look at him.
 
    
 
   I took his hand and went to smile when it caught my attention. My body stilled, and horrified, I stared at the hole in the centre of his palm, caked with blood. It looked infected and raw.
 
    
 
   “What did they do to you?” I asked hysterically.
 
    
 
   He gritted his teeth, fighting the pain there and said, “They drilled holes in my hands.”
 
    
 
   My jaw dropped.
 
    
 
   “You badass motherfucker!” Hector shouted.
 
    
 
   A chorus of laughter sounded from behind us. Typical fucking bikers, and judging by the smirk on Borden’s tired face… typical fucking Borden.
 
    
 
   We covered him up with a thick blanket and drove him to the hospital. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “You keep staring at me like that and I’ll fuck you,” he told me as he lay in our bed at home. He’d been cleaned up, and it hadn’t been an easy task. Nor was it easy having to explain the situation with most of the blood not being Borden’s to a doctor. But, like Borden had said an infinite amount of times before, you could buy anyone’s silence off with the right dollar amount.
 
    
 
   “You can barely move,” I replied, sitting on the edge of the bed. “You need rest. The nurse will come around tomorrow to change the bandages on your hands.”
 
    
 
   “I can change them myself.”
 
    
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You know, the doctors got real shitty you left the hospital, and they’ll get even shittier if you refuse treatment –”
 
    
 
   “My hands are alright. I’m not dying. I don’t need to sit in a fucking hospital bed when I could be in our own bed, fucking you.”
 
    
 
   I resisted smiling. “I should have known you were one of those people.”
 
    
 
   “What people?”
 
    
 
   “The ones that are too much denial to go to the hospital and get help.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t want to be away from you,” Borden replied, solemnly.
 
    
 
   I crawled into bed with him and he wrapped his arm around me. I’d cried so hard, my eyes were still sore. Even learning he was okay, the tears never stopped falling.
 
    
 
   “I thought you were gone,” he whispered down to me. “He showed me a picture of you in that box…and I thought you were gone.”
 
    
 
   I just shook my head, swallowing back the lump. “Hawke saved me.”
 
    
 
   I’d already explained all this, but he seemed to want to hear it again.
 
    
 
   “Then I owe him my life,” he replied.
 
    
 
   “Don’t you mean I do?”
 
    
 
   “Emma, you are my life.”
 
    
 
   My heart thumped faster and a tear fell as I replied softly, “Graeme is gone.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah.”
 
    
 
   “It’s my fault, isn’t it? If I’d just thought of what you’d do about Blythe’s call, I would never have left to try and get her –”
 
    
 
   “Emma, you were thinking emotionally. You were trying to help. Graeme’s death isn’t your fault. It’s Mulligan’s. He was the one behind the trigger. Not you. If we blamed ourselves for every bad thing that happens, we’d never go forward in life.”
 
    
 
   I just nodded. It would take some time to believe that. I continued to lay next to his bandaged body. His ribs were broken, the doctors had said, but other than that, he was just badly bruised. He really was a goddamn tank.
 
    
 
   “Can I fuck you now?” he asked sometime later.
 
    
 
   I smiled. “Once again, Borden, you can’t move.”
 
    
 
   “Once again, Emma, you underestimate my ability.”
 
    
 
   I shook my head. “I’m not going anywhere you know.”
 
    
 
   He lifted my chin to him and kissed me. “I know.”
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   Borden
 
    
 
   It took three months to clean the streets up of Mulligan’s followers. Fuckers were everywhere. In that time they gave Graeme a hell of a funeral (Emma took it hard for a while after), the shipments for the Warlords came in swiftly and without issue, Hawke was splitting his time with Borden and his club, and the streets were calmer, especially when Borden was walking around with holes in his hands. His notoriety skyrocketed, and the fear remained strong, just the way he liked it.
 
    
 
   But the best part of the three months that passed involved a ring with a rock for a diamond, a sexy raven haired minx in a silky cream gown, and a quiet white wedding.
 
    
 
   Emma Lynne Warne became Emma Lynne Borden.
 
    
 
   He’d given her his name. He’d given her half of everything. What was his was hers, and his possessiveness had officially reached capacity.
 
    
 
   And now they were on their way back to that old battle axe’s house for even greater news. News that Borden wasn’t even sure how to process just yet because it meant everything in their lives would change. For the first time in a very long time, Borden wasn’t sure of what the future would bring, and it both thrilled him and terrified him.
 
    
 
   “You’re quiet,” Emma remarked, studying him in the backseat of the car.
 
    
 
   “Just…still trying to get my head wrapped around this,” Borden replied.
 
    
 
   She frowned. “Are you unhappy? You haven’t really opened up since I told you.”
 
    
 
   “Am I unhappy you’re carrying my child? Fuck no.”
 
    
 
   She moved in closer to him, kissing his cheeks softly as he busily looked out the window. “Then talk to me, Marcus.”
 
    
 
   He clenched his jaw and turned to her. “What makes you think I’ll be a good father if I’m a very bad man?”
 
    
 
   “You’re not a very bad man. That’s just what the world sees. Wasn’t it you who said, ‘I have a reputation to maintain’ once upon a time?”
 
    
 
   He sighed. “This is different. This involves another life, Emma. A tiny little human being with itty-bitty fingers and a heart the size of my thumbnail. Like I said, I’m still trying to get my head wrapped around this.”
 
    
 
   She smiled and wrapped her hands around his arm. “And you’re scared. Marcus Borden, the scariest man in New Raven, is scared.”
 
    
 
   He frowned at her humour. “And you’re a little sadist.”
 
    
 
   “The tables have reversed.”
 
    
 
   He chuckled. She rested her hand on his face and stroked his cheek affectionately. “Borden, I’m going to be here with you the entire way. If you’re scared, we’ll face your fear together. Truth is, I’m scared too. I don’t know how we’re going to do it, but I know we’ve both come from shit upbringings and we’ll never do wrong by this child.”
 
    
 
   He nodded and kissed her softly. “Yeah,” he whispered. “You’re right.”
 
    
 
   When they reached the house, Darlene opened the door. She smiled brightly at her daughter and glared resentfully back at him.
 
    
 
   “Borden,” she snarled, glancing at his feet, “take your shoes off before you enter my home.”
 
    
 
   Before it was take your shoes off at the door, and now it had migrated to take your shoes off outside the door. Soon enough she would ask him to leave it at the edge of the sidewalk, or he’d just ditch them altogether. He clenched his jaw, finally having come to terms with the Warne women bossing him around, and took his shoes off outside the fucking door.
 
    
 
   They came in and had dinner, and he watched Emma cheerfully converse with Darlene. The old lady didn’t bat him an eye, and he couldn’t be fucked caring. He spent that dinner staring at his wife. The mother of his child. A child he had suddenly started to wonder about. Would it be a girl or a boy? Would they have her eyes? Her hair? Her smile? Please, he thought, let that child have that smile.
 
    
 
   What would be better than having Emma? Another small Emma, and just that thought made him breathe a little harder. He took a large gulp of his water, fighting the sudden emotion circling behind his eyes. Fucking hell, was he going to cry? Fuck no. No, no, no, Borden did not cry.
 
    
 
   “Why are you crying?” Emma suddenly asked him, having turned her attention to him.
 
    
 
   “I’m not crying,” he answered on a shrug. “My eyes hurt.”
 
    
 
   “Your eyes hurt?”
 
    
 
   “Clearly your grandmother cut onions for this pasta.” This fucking pasta she made and knew he hated.
 
    
 
   “There are no onions in this pasta,” Darlene said. “Emma, why is your husband crying? Isn’t he meant to be a criminal?”
 
    
 
   Emma smiled widely as she stared into his misted eyes. She knew exactly what he was thinking.
 
    
 
   “He’s going to be a father,” she whispered as they stared each other in the eyes, hearts beating as one.
 
    
 
   “You’re going to be a mother,” Borden whispered back.
 
    
 
   Darlene gasped and choked on a cry. “You’re pregnant.”
 
    
 
   Emma didn’t reply. She stared at her husband and mouthed “I love you.”
 
    
 
   “I fucking love you more, doll,” he replied.
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   Emma
 
    
 
   “Look at his eyes,” Borden whispered, staring down at our baby asleep in his crib. “They’re changing colour. Turning brown.”
 
    
 
   “A very light brown,” I noted as we gawked at our three month old monster.
 
    
 
   Lincoln was a handful. Everyone kept telling us he would get easier, but I begged to differ. Lincoln never got easier. He was a never ending cycle of screams, tears and – just recently – giggles. He was also extremely attached to his father.
 
    
 
   And Borden was a good father. 
 
    
 
   He stared at Lincoln like he was his world, and he was. They were both attached to each other. I was only good for the boob and then it was the Borden and Lincoln show. I didn’t mind it at all. I was actually relieved. Borden had been borderline crazy throughout the pregnancy. His self-doubt and worries had escalated to a point I couldn’t help him rest easy. But then, Lincoln came, and the second I took that last push and they rested him on my chest, Borden stopped his questioning. Everything just…clicked together. He held our son and his world suddenly made sense, and he never worried about a thing again.
 
    
 
   “Do you think we’ll have a night to ourselves?” Borden asked me, finally moving his lovesick eyes from Link to me.
 
    
 
   “Oh, you’re looking at me for once,” I remarked dryly. “I thought I stopped existing.”
 
    
 
   He smiled broadly, and I swooned. “For real, doll, you think he’ll stay down?”
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   “I’ve got blue balls.”
 
    
 
   I laughed and stepped out of Link’s bedroom and down the hallway of our brand new house. Borden followed after me, shutting the door only halfway outside of Link’s bedroom. He paced quickly behind me and I picked up my pace, hurrying into our master bedroom. I nearly tripped over an unpacked box, but he caught me around the waist and pulled my back to his front.
 
    
 
   “Baby,” he murmured, kissing me along my neck, “I need to be inside you. The doctor gave you the green light. Don’t think I didn’t know about that.”
 
    
 
   “You know everything.”
 
    
 
   “Damn straight.”
 
    
 
   His hand ran down my front, grabbing at my breast before trailing his fingers beneath my pyjama bottoms. He rubbed me urgently, and I moaned against him, already feeling the flutters.
 
    
 
   “You’re already wet, you little skank,” he remarked.
 
    
 
   “And you’re hard.”
 
    
 
   “I’ve been hard for three months.”
 
    
 
   “I’ve sucked you off plenty of times, asshole.”
 
    
 
   “This is a kind of hard your mouth can’t soften.”
 
    
 
   I laughed again as he picked me up and hurried me to the bed. His movements were quick and desperate. He stripped me in less than a few seconds and then worked on himself. I moaned just at the sight of him, my sexy bad man, looking ridiculously good while I was still in my post-baby body.
 
    
 
   He took my lips with his own and ravaged me, tongue swirling against tongue. I was hot in no time and needy.
 
    
 
   “Condom,” I told him just as I felt the head of his length against my entrance. “I don’t have the shot in.”
 
    
 
   He groaned in frustration and hurriedly opened the night table. He removed a brand new box of condoms I didn’t even know was there and tore it open. Condoms flew out by the dozen and I giggled watching him sit up to open one. He quickly slid it over his cock, and then rested back on top of me, his forearms on either side of my head.
 
    
 
   “Spread those legs, baby,” he told me, “I can’t wait any longer.”
 
    
 
   I spread my legs and he thrusted into me, slowly, inch by precious inch. My arms wrapped around him, and I tensed at the invasion.
 
    
 
   “Relax, doll,” he told me, kissing me. “I got you.”
 
    
 
   He rocked into me, acquainting me to his size again. I felt him everywhere and my eyes rolled to the back of my head as I gasped at the pleasure. He didn’t move faster or harder, he took his time, breath against breath, kiss after kiss. I met him with every thrust, so cock-deprived of him, I got close in no time.
 
    
 
   “Holy fuck,” he panted out.
 
    
 
   We came together, him clutching my face, me clutching his ass.
 
    
 
   “That was quick,” I remarked with a smile.
 
    
 
   He glanced at the clock on the night table. “Perfect. I had to finish fast.”
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   “Because Lincoln gets up every twenty five minutes after six o’clock at night.”
 
    
 
   Before I could respond, a cry sounded out and my husband was gone.
 
    
 
   “I’m coming, Link.”
 
    
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   People looked at me like I was crazy.
 
                 
 
   I could see the question bleeding out of their eyes.
 
    
 
   How could you be with a bad man?
 
    
 
   How could you love him?
 
    
 
   I didn’t have a simple answer. 
 
    
 
   Love isn’t simple. It’s a mind-fuck, filled with irrational reason, driven purely by some possessive animalistic need that sits in the core of all of us. This need to be loved and wanted and…accepted. This desperate need to be entwined with another soul, until you can’t tell yourself apart from them.
 
    
 
   I wracked my brain around the question every day. I knew he was a killer. I knew he was selfish. I knew he was an arrogant asshole that needed power like his next breath.
 
    
 
   But I also knew the other parts to Marcus Borden.
 
    
 
   The gentle part.
 
    
 
   The part I fell in love with.
 
    
 
   The father. The husband. The lover.
 
    
 
   Nobody would ever come to know these parts. It was mine, and mine alone… 
 
    
 
   And I would go to the grave with his secrets if I had to.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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   Thank you so much for reading! Reviews and ratings are welcome and so appreciated! For news of upcoming books and giveaways, you can find me here: www.facebook.com/rj.lewis13
 
    
 
   I was very overwhelmed with the response of Book 1. The messages were out of this world, and I couldn’t believe that a book I’d written and didn’t ever think would see the light of day would be enjoyed by so many.
 
   I’ve received many questions by readers asking me why I did what I did to Kate, that I could have easily fast forwarded the story to Borden and Emma.
 
   But the thing is, you can tell a reader the hero is hurting, or you could show them, and I wanted to show you the story between Borden and Kate and why Borden became so bitter and hurt. I don’t think glazing over it would have done their story justice.
 
   Anyway, thank you so much for giving me a chance time and time again. <3
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