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Prologue







Here I am,
Here I remain,
At the end of it all,
With grief to my name. 
I am nothing,
But I have everything because I have you.
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Chapter One

Emma

Past

14 Years Old 
And in my loneliness, and in my grief, he found me.
A boy much older than I.
With steely green eyes and bloody fists.
He emerged from the darkness, and I looked up from my corner of the alleyway—from the hidden spot I had found in a world that no longer made sense.
The smoke of his joint billowed my way as he stood before me, his back facing me. My vision blurred from the fresh tears I’d shed. I made no sound as I watched him smoke quietly. 
He was wearing jeans and nothing else. There were blood streaks running down his back. Fresh cuts marred his shoulder blades. I watched a streak of blood run straight down his spine in a perfect line. 
I didn’t know he’d noticed me.
But he’d known.
He always knew.
“You lost?” he asked in a low voice, like he was having a secret conversation with me. 
I didn’t startle. Nothing frightened me anymore. Not the darkness. Not the streets. Not the sudden attention of a boy that looked like danger.
“Yes,” I whispered. 
He turned his head to look down at me. His eyes pierced mine, and I saw the trouble that lurked in their depths. 
The cause for more pain. 
My future ruin. 
He smiled crookedly at me. “Good,” he uttered. “I am, too.”
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Chapter Two

Emma

Blackness. 
Blackness everywhere. 
I couldn’t move. 
“Help.”
The silence was loud. I tried to take a breath in, but there was barely air left in the box I was forced in.
“Help.”
Hysteria flooded through me, seizing me in place. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t even move my arms. They were bound by my sides, and that was strange. I could usually move them. 
“Help!” I cried.
I couldn’t kick. My knees barely lifted. No, this was a different sort of nightmare. I was trapped in a prison inside my mind. I was in a tighter coffin, and I couldn’t breathe, and there was suddenly a whisper of a song.
A song from long ago.
Tears burned my cheeks. “No…”
I stared into the darkness, suddenly mindful it was staring back at me. 
And then he came for me.
He pressed his face against mine and screamed, “BOO!” 
◆◆◆
 
“Boo.”
I opened my eyes, sensing the presence behind me. 
The room was cloaked in darkness. The moonlight was hidden behind clouds. The room was so big and barren. It was hard to get used to the space, and now my senses were high as the presence loomed closer. 
I felt my heart jump, and in that instant, years of living in dangerous situations flooded back to me. Fear sank into my chest like an anchor, clinging strong, reminding me that here, in this large home, it still lurked in the shadows, waiting for me.
I’d been chased by predatory men as a child, shot at as an adult, threatened and even buried alive. I had faced my demise, stared death straight in the face and accepted its claws, and yet this…being in this house…made my hair raise and my paranoia grow tenfold. I should have felt safe, but without him, I didn’t feel that way because with him, I had stopped learning to defend myself.
I grabbed for the switchblade under my pillow, gripped it tightly and then sat up. I whipped my hand out, aiming the knife at the large shadow that stood before the bed, staring down at me.
Still tired, my head swam from the movement. I blinked rapidly, teeth clenched as I prepared to fight. 
Instead, a familiar scent washed over me. His stare bore into mine, like he could see me even in the darkness. I felt my skin tingle and warm as he slowly sank his hands deep into his pockets. I could hear the smirk in his question when he asked, “Did you miss me, alleycat?”
My shoulders fell, the relief flooding out of me in the form of a long, airy sigh. “Borden.”
“Yeah, doll.”
“I could have stabbed you.”
“I think you might have stabbed yourself trying.”
“Why are you standing in front of my bed like a psycho in the night?”
“I just got back from putting Link in his bed.”
I closed the blade and ran my hand over the empty spot next to me, the warmth of Lincoln’s body still lingering in the sheets. “I didn’t feel him come in.”
“He’s only little.”
Borden crossed the room, his footsteps heavy on the creaky floorboards. Of course he made sounds now. Stomping like an elephant yet coming up on me like a freaking ghost. I watched his large form as he stopped before the mirrored dresser. He slid his belt off, wrapped it around his hand and placed it down on the dresser. Then he loosened his tie and began to unbutton his shirt. I watched him, running a hand through my messy hair. I glanced at the time. 4:04am. 
“When did you fly in?” I asked quietly.
“Thirty minutes ago.” 
“You’re early.” 
“Yeah.”
He slid his shirt off, and I narrowed my eyes, trying to make out his flesh in the darkness. Call me paranoid, but I still felt nervous when he came back from a trip. Life was unpredictable. His business dealings were hit or miss. I’d seen the number of transactions going through lately with unease. Large numbers laundered into the port, sometimes into the club. They seemed to grow every month, and it was getting harder to hide, hence why he was pouring them into supposed ventures beyond New Raven.
He’d been gone for a week. It felt like a year. 
He was always one step away from danger.
We thought the city was finally under control, but New Raven had other surprises up its sleeve. Mulligan may have died, but he had gotten to Borden. He had shown the underbelly that it was possible to penetrate through the wall of Marcus Borden. With the port’s illegal activities and the presence of the Warlords Motorcycle gang, it spelled disaster. It was believed that if Borden was making deals with bikers, then it must have meant he could make deals with other factions. They rose up under the hole they’d been hiding in and made themselves known, and when they didn’t get their way, they didn’t hold back.
We’d been in war ever since Borden opened those floodgates. Protecting me had cost him everything, and it was still costing him. There was always some form of violence. First it would happen every month. One of Borden’s businesses would get shot up or blown to smithereens. 
Now it was happening every week, and it wasn’t just his businesses going up in flames—it was his men, too. I was tired of wearing black and watching another one of his men get buried in the ground, and looking at him–looking at him and holding his gaze and silently asking, “Are you going to be next?”
Yes, that was the hardest part. 
He kicked off his pants next. He set his clothes neatly on the dresser, and turned in the direction of the bathroom. “No shower,” I said, needily. “Just come to bed.”
He turned his head, staring at me for a moment. “You must have really missed me, doll.”
“It’s been a long week.”
“Just tell me you’ve missed me.”
“I won’t tickle your ears. Now come to bed.”
He moved across the room to me, but it was slow. He was going to take his sweet time. I watched his every move, my eyes crawling over his broad frame. It wasn’t fair that I couldn’t burn off my belly pouch while he didn’t have a shred of fat on him. He was alarmingly big. Absent from him for a week, it was another reminder of how vulnerable I truly was. Call me crazy, but I got off on the idea that he could crush me with his bare hands if he wanted to but didn’t. 
If I meant anything less to him, he would. 
I knew that wholeheartedly. 
Marcus Borden had a reputation for a reason. His bloodshed over the years had solidified his position in this city. He was the King of New Raven, and there was nobody who could stand in the way of that. Ruthless and unforgiving, he was known to eradicate whatever factions attempted to assemble from the ashes. He never blinked twice about ending a life if it meant he continued to reign supreme.
I wish I could say having a family softened him. On the contrary, his viciousness grew. He lashed out, sometimes reacting like a flip of a switch. When it got bad, I’d get a phone call from Hawke, and he would tell me in two words what to do: Ease him. 
And there were two things that eased Marcus Borden.
Our son Lincoln.
And dirty, rough sex.
Lately, easing him became a thing. 
New Raven wasn’t what it used to be, and Borden was more around than tender Marcus was. 
He crawled into bed now, moving to me with a face clean of emotion. Tendrils of hair fell over his forehead, his plump lips were pressed into a firm line. I could feel his barely contained chaos thrumming beneath his skin. I felt my heart race in an instant.
Borden had not shed his inner beast.
I shut my eyes and braced myself against his storm. The wall of him cloaked me in an instant, his mouth smashing against mine, knocking me breathless. I wrapped my arms around him. Or, at least, I tried to. He was so big, covering me whole as I fell back on the bed. I gripped his muscled bicep with one hand. I used my other hand to grip his hair, tugging it harshly against me as he explored my mouth with his tongue. The second my tongue swirled around his, I felt the vibrations in his chest, the growl he barely contained.
“My alleycat,” he rasped, licking at my bottom lip. “My wife.” 
My heart hiccuped in my chest. I wrapped my legs around him in a vice-like grip, trying to keep him pressed to me. Between my legs now, his hard length pressed against my core, and I felt my blood turn to lava. Fuck.
“Oh, I do like going away for this,” he murmured, his smirk spreading along his lips as he kissed down my neck. “You’re so fucking sensitive.”
“So you like going away then?” I gasped as his lips continued down my throat. He threw my nightgown up and over my head in no time, exposing my bare body to him. 
He pulled back to look me over and let out a deep groan. “You’re fucking perfect, you know that?” 
I ran my hands down my body, and he watched the movement, his hand gripping at his hard cock through his briefs. I cupped my breasts and stared evenly at him. “You could have me all the time if you just stayed.”
He hummed softly, dropping his head to wrap his mouth around a nipple. Pleasure shot down my body as he mercilessly sucked, his hands grabbing at my body, running his touch over every bit of me, like he couldn’t get enough. He squeezed at my other breast, bit and lapped at my other nipple, his nostrils flaring when I squirmed and distracted him.
“Hold still, Doll,” he demanded.
But I could hardly keep still when he kept exploring my body, biting lightly at my hip. He spread my legs wide and lapped at my core, his hungry growls vibrating up my body. My legs jolted around him, so he grabbed them in each hand and kept them pinned in place. He sucked at my pussy like a thirsty man. His hot breaths made me lose my damn mind. I needed him to fuck me. I gripped his hair and tugged sharply, attempting to sit up and pull him to me.
How foolish was I to expect to have any strength or sway over this man whose body was so devastatingly powerful; I stood no chance. 
Suddenly, he pulled back, gripped me by the hip and arm and flipped me over in two seconds. I let out a loud yelp, surprised by his demanding movements. I loved when he took control like this, using his strength to force me into a position he wanted. It meant he was pent up and going out of his brain.
“What did I say about moving?” he asked, and while there was an edge of humour in his voice, I knew he was irritated. 
Borden had come back from a trip, thus back on his power trip.
In return, Borden was still his ruthless self and he was trying to shed his inner beast through me. 
I tried to lift my ass up, a silly grin spreading across my lips. “I’ll do what I fucking want, Borden.”
He landed a heavy slap against my ass, forcing it back down again. My body jolted from the sudden pain replaced by the delicious burn I craved. “Not the right response, Doll.”
“I’m only answering,” I said, innocently.
“You’re misbehaving.”
“Well, you’re not around long enough these days to put me in my place, are you?”
“So you keep saying.”
“Think of all I’ve unlearned. All the nasty things my body needs and isn’t getting anymore.” Oh, I was riling him up now, I just knew it, but I didn’t want to stop. I turned my head to look at him in the dark, acting confused when I said, “Borden, I thought you were capable of meeting my needs—”
His hand wrapped around my mouth, silencing me. His voice was quiet, but the thunder was present in him as he growled, “There are consequences to pushing a man like me, Doll.”
I didn’t care. 
I squirmed beneath him, my ass jutting out once more. I presented myself to him. My body panting as I waited for his cock to slide inside me. To fuck all this misery away. Because I was miserable lately, wasn’t I? So alarmingly alone, and I didn’t know what to do with myself these days. Those words wouldn’t surface, so I forged through the emotions alone, waiting for his cruel touch, the balm later coating me through his doting words.
Slap me, but tell me you love me.
Fuck me, but tell me it’s only me you desire.
Spit on me, but wipe away my tears.
Yes, fuck my pussy like you’re the man in charge, but let me feel the power you’ve relinquished by giving you what you desire: by permitting you to destroy me.
“What are you doing riling me up?” he questioned in bewilderment. Letting go of my mouth, I felt him reach for something. “Don’t hold me responsible for what I’m about to do. Not when you push, Emma. And you love to fucking push, don’t you?”
I did.
I didn’t even pretend to hide it.
Something silky pressed against my wrists. Immediately I recognized the feel of his tie as he looped it around my arms, tugging it tightly. A light pain throbbed there. I tried to move my arms but found I couldn’t. I grinned into the mattress. 
“Tying my hands, Borden?” I feigned surprise. “Afraid I’ll smack you? Wouldn’t want to leave behind any marks this time on that ruthless face. What would they think of the imperious Borden then?” 
He let out a deep chuckle. “My alleycat is in a rebellious mood, isn’t she?”
“I’m only wondering—”
Another slap landed on my ass, silencing me as I gasped and then laughed. Pain burned where he smacked me, and my laugh died, turning into a long and sensual moan.
“Mark me all you fucking want,” he returned. “I want your sex marks, Doll. I fucking delight in them.”
I did, too. 
“Then untie me.” 
He didn’t. He simply made a thoughtful sound at the back of his throat. He took his precious time, running his hands over my ass. His touch crawled up my spine, fisting at my hair for a moment. He tugged sharply and my head pulled back. His body leaned over me, still clothed, though unkempt. 
“I’ve been dreaming of this body,” he whispered into my ear. “I haven’t touched myself. I reserve all my pleasure for you, therefore I am going to obliterate this perfect pussy. And let this serve as a reminder, Doll, that every time you think of being sassy with me, you will reap the consequences.”
Good.
I needed this.
Because I hadn’t touched myself, either. It always felt hollow without him. I let him explore my body, this time quietly. I let him relearn me, kissing at my curves, licking at my pussy even as I lay on my stomach. He worked his magic, and then he stilled. Drawing out my pleasure, he toyed with me, building the anticipation until I was whimpering and soaked for him.
Finally, I felt him pushing into me. His thick length and that piercing seated into me in an almost gentle thrust. It was far from the brutal fucking he promised. I tried to squirm as he sat inside of me, stretching me, that piercing rubbing me in the perfect way. Tremors wracked me. I mewled into the mattress, feeling myself pulse around him.
“Beautiful little alleycat.” He sounded awed, the amusement completely absent in his words. “You’re already coming, and I haven’t even delivered the best part.”
I was so unbelievably sensitive. The orgasm was a slow and cruel one. It made me yearn for more because I could still feel the sparks of an explosion coming. Still. He didn’t move. He cruelly twitched inside of me, his own cock eager to rut. 
And it didn’t feel like a beautiful union. It felt like the start of something soul destroying. He kept me on the precipice, his cock only lightly rubbing inside of me, and I was near tears, ready to weep for him to use me.
So when he finally moved, when his cock slid out and then pushed in—a thrust hard and fast—I let out a choked sound, the relief and burning pleasure a bittersweet combination. Every inch of me shuddered. I felt the sweet agony deep inside of me, in a place only Marcus had ever touched.
He held my bound hands and delivered his brutal fucking. The torture of his movements followed by exhilaration. I was at his complete mercy. I didn’t want to be anywhere else. He used me like a sex toy. The bed shook, straining beneath us. I barely heard a thing outside of our breaths and the wet slide of his cock, moving in and out of me. His cock jackhammered into me like he didn’t consider my pleasure for a moment, but it was perfectly orchestrated. Borden was cruel, but it was a lie he wanted me to fall for. He tried to deceive me by reminding me that he was a wicked man and he didn’t have to fuck me for my pleasure but his own.
But I knew my husband.
I knew his tells. I knew when he gently kissed my shoulder during his brutal fucking that he was being soft and affectionate. That when he paused between the movements to let me feel his piercing rub in that perfect angle, that he was thinking of the orgasm he was building inside of me. He sparked it like a fire, and then he set it alight when he knew I was on the verge of something utterly devastating. He circled his hips, and that movement was my undoing.
“Borden,” I moaned. 
“Louder, Doll,” he growled.
I cried out, the orgasm tearing into me, exhausting me completely. My body went limp in his embrace, and he paused for those long moments, allowing me to recover. The aftershocks of my orgasm made him still, and his pained groan pierced the air. His cock jerked inside of me, so deep, my pussy milked him dry. His hands clenched my arms tightly as he rode through his pleasure. 
It wasn’t over, though. He dropped down on the bed and lifted me over him. He was still hard when he forced me down on his cock. His eyes loaded with lust, with this desperate itch for more. “Take every fucking inch of it,” he demanded, briskly. “Come on, wife. Fuck me like you mean it.”
His words energised me. I bounced up and down his hard cock as my heart sat in my throat. My body almost went limp, exhaustion nearly prevailing, but then he scooted back and raised himself, resting his back against the headboard. He gripped my bound hands with one hand, and the other clenched my rounded hip. He helped me along, his body straining, his muscles glistening in the teasing moonlight. He moved me against him quickly and without pause. My clit rubbed against him, and stars burst in my eyes. I attacked his mouth with vicious kisses, the orgasm one I had to selfishly chase or else it might outrun me.
“Borden.” I bit at his lip and his cock jerked inside of me. I tasted his blood and he sucked at my tongue. We were wild and fiendish and it was…it was everything in the most unanticipated way. His arms came around me now, and I went still, letting him lift me up and then pull me down. My mouth swallowed his growls; the sound of it made my core slicker, more easy to ride against his cock.
I came so hard, so punishingly fast, I quaked, throwing my head back. He thrust only a couple times after that, unloading into me for a second time.
I was breathing so hard, I felt my heart might burst inside my chest. Tears dotted my vision. I felt so full after feeling so empty. 
After he undid the knot, he collapsed beside me, holding me closely to him. His large arm wrapped around me. He kissed my shoulder, nuzzled his nose into my neck. “I miss you even when I’m here. Is such a thing possible?”
I smiled drunkenly. “It is.”
“I am smitten by you, Emma.”
The words were like crack to my soul. I felt like a being under sunlight after having been shut away in the dark for so long.
For a while we lay like that. His body relaxed, though mine stiffened. I could feel the minutes slip through my fingers. Time was something I simply couldn’t escape from lately. It made me endure its wrath. It broke through my brain, finding cracks I’d buried broken thoughts in. It fed on these thoughts like a hungry little slut, and it grew big and fat. 
I turned to face him. “Borden.”
“Emma..”
“Nothing.”
He pulled back, his lips hovering close to mine as he peered at me through lust-filled eyes. “What’s troubling you, Doll?”
“I don’t like when you go away,” I said, throat tight. 
“I’m right here now.”
“I wish you’d stop.”
“ I don’t like it, either.”
That was his way of saying he wouldn’t stop. Trapped in his arms, it felt so good to be like this, loved by him, though he didn’t say those words often. At that moment, I wished he would. I wished he was more vulnerable. It took so long to get him to loosen up, and just when he began to, he was off again.
“Truthfully, I didn’t think you’d make it in time.”
He hummed in response. 
“I have your clothes ready for tomorrow.”
“Thanks, Doll.”
“I’m keeping Link with Granny for the day.”
“I understand.”
“Are we…Do you think we can do more for his family?”
“Hector and I took care of it. She just needs to be handed the paperwork. ”
“Okay.”
I traced his lips, kissed them softly. His eyes were shut. He was trying to sleep, but I couldn’t help myself. I held him so tightly, holding back my emotion. What if I lost him? What if one day they finally got to him? I swallowed the lump in my throat and tried to shut my eyes.
But I didn’t want to sleep.
Sleep wasn’t an escape.
It was a gateway to wounds that kept festering.
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Chapter Three

Emma

Past

After he’d told me he was also lonely, I asked, “What happened to your back?”
The blood had just begun to dry when light rain began to fall. The marks on his back looked angry all over again.
He finished his joint, taking his time before responding. I looked him over. He was young. A teenager, older than me, but not yet an adult. His face was boyish, but his body looked bulkier than boys his age.
“I got into it with someone,” he grumbled, throwing what was left of the joint down on the ground.
“With knives?”
He smirked. “He had the blade. Didn’t stop me.”
My gasp was audible. He chuckled in response. My mind spun at the sound. “Weren’t you scared?”
He turned his body and peered down at me. There was something wicked in his stare when he said, “You wanna know something crazy? Something I never told anyone before?”
I squirmed at his attention. “What?”
“I love feeling scared.” He shrugged, thinking. “It’s like…I’m still normal. The last thing I feel is normal these days, do you know what I mean?”
I nodded slowly, absorbing his words. I knew exactly what he meant. “So…when you’re scared, it feels good?”
“Not always. It just makes me feel alive. Like my heart’s beating again, and I don’t have to pretend.”
It alarmed me how emotional I felt all of a sudden. I looked down as fresh tears sprung to my eyes. I nodded again, saying nothing. There was a lump in my throat. I felt him edge closer, but my walls were up straightaway. I felt wary. He said he’d never let anyone know something like that about him. Why did he tell me? A stranger. My voice came out accusing when I asked, “Why are you telling me this?”
His body shuffled. Next thing I knew, he was kneeling before me, his face a foot away from mine. I looked up at him, my eyes still raw with unshed tears.
“Because when I see a kid spending their nights huddled against an alleyway corner, begging not to be seen, I see myself in them.” His voice was a whisper, but it hit me like a physical caress against my skin, sending shivers down my spine. “It makes me wanna know ‘em.” 
This time a tear slipped from my eye. He watched it crawl down my cheek. I squeezed my hands together, looking down at them. I felt transparent and…scared. I was terrified of this boy for noticing me. For having noticed me for a while judging by the fact he’d said he’d seen me here for nights now, and yet this was the first time I noticed him. 
“So, you’re lost, and I’m lost,” he continued. “How about we be lost together?”
I didn’t understand what he meant. “How do we do that?”
“We be broken together.” He stood up now, and I looked away from my hands to peer up at him. He stared down at me, that heavy stare pinned on my face. “Last time I was huddled in that very same corner you’re sitting in, I would have given anything for someone to reach their hand out for me.”
To my surprise, he extended his bloodied hand out to me. “I promise, you won’t regret it.”
I took his hand quickly. Without thought. And he grinned at me as he pulled me up to my feet. 
You won’t regret it…
You won’t regret it…
The boy in the alleyway had fed me the greatest lie.
And in my grief, in my loneliness, it was a lie I was more than prepared to believe. 
“My name’s Theo, by the way,” he then said. “What’s yours?”
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Chapter Four

Emma

It was a sombre morning. The sky was overcast. It didn’t rain, but there were enough tears shed that it didn’t make a difference. The pain felt like a separate entity you could reach out and touch.
My chest ached as I stared at Jason’s wife, Shaunie. She was hugging the coffin, her eyes hidden under the black veil. She kissed it one last time, and then let go. Instantly, the arms of her brother came around her, hugging her tightly. She wailed into his chest, inconsolable. He brushed her blonde curls, whispering tender words in her ear.
I tore my gaze away, swallowing hard as my eyes connected with Hector’s as he made his rounds across the cemetery grounds. His face was void of emotion. So used to death, I wondered if this even rattled him. 
Before he could sense my stare, I turned my head to Borden. His jaw was locked, his eyes cast down, staring at the ground. He held my hand with one hand. The other was calmly resting on his knee, fingers wrapped loosely around his zippo lighter.
We said nothing.
I looked up, catching sight of a flock of black birds as they soared across the sky. A cold breeze swept through me, and I shivered. My eyes were raw, but I didn’t cry. I kept Jason at a distance. I keep all of them at a distance. 
It still didn’t make it easier.
◆◆◆
 
I wanted to crawl into bed the second we returned home later that afternoon. My black heels echoed with every step, so I stopped and undid them. 
“You alright?” Borden asked from behind me.
“Place is so damn big, everything echoes,” I grumbled. I carelessly threw the heels down behind me and climbed up the stairs. Borden followed.
“You’re quiet,” he said as I walked into the bedroom.
“It was a long day,” I replied, collapsing into bed, still dressed in my funeral outfit. I stared blankly up at the ceiling. “Right now a family is suffering, Borden.”
Borden loosened his tie, his gaze trapped on me. “Yeah.”
“Leonard died six months ago next week. He was forty-six.” I lifted my head to look at Borden. “Jason was 34.”
Borden turned his back to me and ambled to the dresser. He removed his cufflinks, his movements slow. “People die, Doll.”
“Maybe you should put that on the job advertisement.”
His movements slowed, and I knew I wasn’t being fair. 
My voice softened. “I’m sorry.” 
He placed his zippo down next, his voice indiscernible. “Don’t be.”
“I can’t stop thinking about Shaunie.”
“I can’t stop thinking about you.”
“Me?”
“And Lincoln.” He turned now to look at me. His emotions were hidden behind that stony wall, but his voice gave away more than he wanted. “I can’t lose either of you.”
I blinked rapidly, keeping the pain at bay before I pressed an arm over my eyes, hiding my face. “Protect him. Should anything ever happen to me, Borden, you choose Lincoln over me.”
A moment later, I felt weight sink into the bed. His large body came over me, trapping me beneath him until I had no choice but to drop my arm and look at him. There was a deadly calm in his blue eyes, but his voice was lethal when he quietly said, “Nothing will ever happen to you. I won’t allow it.”
“Just promise me,” I said, pressing my hand against his cheek. “Lincoln comes first.”
“Enough.” 
“Please, Borden, for me—”
His mouth crashed against mine, silencing me. It was a bruising kiss. My words brought him anguish, and the only way he could process it was to punish me into submission. I relented, opening my mouth to let him in. His tongue swiped mine, and he let out a groan that vibrated down my body. 
Every time I poked around his edges, he did this. Buried my words with his kisses, with the weight of his body, the hard ridge pressing against my core as he spread my legs wide. For now, it was working. I shivered when he dragged his large hand down my body, squeezing at my curves. When he ground his cock into me, making me shake from pleasure.
He wasn’t tender. He slid my pantyhose and underwear off me so seamlessly, I’d barely felt it happen. He kept my black dress on, though his teeth bit at my breast through my clothing. He was pissed off at my words, at what they did to him, at the possibility that hung in the air around us. In this world, death was everywhere, and there had never been a reprieve. Never truly. Never enough to make us take a few deep breaths without feeling the weight press on our lungs. 
“Borden,” I moaned, my voice heavy with pain. “Talk to me—”
“No more crazy talk, Emma,” he rasped, silencing me once more with his mouth. I heard his belt unbuckle. Felt his pants slide down just enough to free himself.
He slid into me, his thrust strong and hard. My eyes rolled to the back of my head as his piercing grazed along my nerves, my breathy words hardly audible.“I’m not crazy.”
“Shut up and let me fuck you.”
There was no rhythm to the fucking. He was merciless. His movements were erratic, uneven. His mouth came down on mine, biting at my lips every time I tried to speak. He silenced me, his teeth clenched. Then he pulled away, gripped my chin and forced me to look at him as he delivered his thrusts. 
“Mine,” he grunted. “Mine, Doll…” 
My legs squeezed around his hips, his piercing continued to rub against that delicate part of me that would ache later. 
“Promise…” I moaned, my fingers dipping into his back as I urged him to fuck me.
“No.”
“Borden…”
He fucked me faster, his grip along my chin bruising as I looked at him through the crack of my eyelids. He looked down once to watch himself fuck me. In and out. In and out. He groaned at the sight, his cock thickening even more.
“Been too soft on you, Doll,” he gritted out. “Too kind.” 
I tried to raise my head to kiss him but he let out a harsh laugh. “No,” he reprimanded. “You’ll just lay there while I fuck you. While I use you. I don’t want to hear another word.”
“You can’t shut me up—”
His hold on my chin eased, but only enough to place his thumb inside my mouth. He fucked me even harder now, his eyes flaring. “Every time you want to talk, you fucking bite me, Doll. Put that mouth to better use, hmm?”
I glared at his attempt at silencing me. The challenge shone in his eyes as he raised his brows. His face split though when the pleasure coursed through him at the same time. When the feeling of his cock sliding in and out of my wet core was impossible for him to feign indifference to. I realised my power just then. Defiant, I bit him hard, not because I wanted to talk, but because I could retaliate in my own way.
His eyes widened, the pain causing him to stall, but also giving him that spike of adrenaline he chased. I hadn’t bitten through the skin, but there was a warning in my gaze. He chuckled low in his throat, taken by surprise. He replaced his finger with his tongue, kissing me again. I moved my face away, dodging his mouth.
“Doll,” he warned. 
“Borden,” I returned.
“Fuck,” he groaned, unable to help himself as he sped up. He lost control. Fucking me so hard and fast, I held on. He paused every few thrusts to grind against my clit. Pleasure burst through me. He enjoyed the sounds I made. Liked to swallow them whole with his tongue wrapped around mine, but he didn’t swallow them. He buried his face into my neck instead, growling at me, “Louder, Doll. I want to hear you scream around my cock.”
The sounds we made only made me wetter. My senses felt heightened. Nothing existed beyond us. His piercing and his hot breaths against my throat and the breathless moans that flooded out of his lungs followed by the wet sounds of his cock moving in and out of me—
Giving in, I dug my heels into the mattress and rode through my orgasm. 
“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he groaned, slamming into me one more time before he, too, stilled, emptying himself into me. I felt my inner muscles clench around his cock as I hungrily milked him dry, my body desperate for his pleasure.
Breaths ragged, he brushed his nose along my cheekbone, whispering, “I don’t refuse to promise to be stubborn or cruel.” 
I looked back at him now, staring into his sky blue eyes. Though satiated and boneless, I whispered back, “It matters to me.”
The glow in his eyes faded. “It won’t happen.”
“Promise me.”
He pulled out of me, surprising me because he was still hard as a rock. The loss of him was too much. I let out a frustrated moan because I could have gone again, but the moment was ruptured. He kicked off his pants and sat on the edge of the bed, his muscled back turned to me. He raked a hand through his hair. He was still panting, but something else was making his heart race. 
“I make that sort of promise, and it invites problems,” he murmured finally. “Paranoia.”
“Truth,” I amended. “Not paranoia.”
I could hear the ice in his tone. “No.”
“You are being naive.”
He twisted his head, flashing me a glare. “I spend every minute of my day making sure you and our boy are cared for.”
“I’m not finding fault in that.”
“Jason died because he was impulsive and got into a firefight with a group of alleyway crooks when he should have called for backup.”
I looked away, squirming from his stare. “All the same, I’m simply asking that you choose our son over me if the time came.”
“If the time ever came, it would be my head they want, and I would offer it gladly on a fucking platter if it meant not a single hair atop your head was harmed.” He stood up, ambling back to the dresser. He unbuttoned his shirt, letting the words settle before adding, “We eliminate every faction from ever being born, Emma. If we scent an uprising, we extinguish it, along with every fucking cunt that attempts to dare utter a single word against me.”
“You can’t possibly know every corner of New Raven.”
“I fucking know it.”
I shook my head, whispering, “No.”
He turned to look at me, his brows coming together. “Explain your doubt to me.”
But I turned on my side, giving him my back, avoiding his curious stare. “I just know, Borden. There are places…”
“What places?”
“Trust me.”
“I could find anyone.” His tone chilled me. “I killed Mulligan.” 
“After he caught you. After he caught me.”
He let out a sharp exhale. “Why are you doing this, Emma?”
“It matters to me. That’s all you need to know.”
“Does this have something to do with your nightmares?”
I tensed, surprised by the question. When I didn’t respond straight away, I felt him approach. He hovered over me, watching me. “What do you dream of?” he prodded. “That you’re buried?”
I shut my eyes. “Borden…”
His voice softened. “When were you going to tell me, Doll?”
“How long have you known?”
“That you’ve been tossing and turning, crying out in your sleep? A while.”
“Why didn’t you say something?”
“I was waiting for you to come to me.”
I could hear his silent accusation: You don’t come to me, Emma.
I suppose that was true lately, but it wasn’t because I wanted to shut him out. If anything, he was the only person I’d ever brought this close. 
I still didn’t look at him. I gathered the covers over top of me. Anxiety swirled inside of me. Borden slid in behind me. I waited for more questioning, but his large arm came around me instead, pulling me into his hard chest. He buried his nose in my hair and held me. It was a while before my pulse came down. Perhaps I was being paranoid. Maybe the past was catching up to me in some way, demanding attention. Maybe even some retribution. 
I sighed, opening my eyes. “Sometimes I dream of being buried.”
Borden held me tighter, waiting for me to continue. 
“When Mulligan’s men started shovelling dirt over the box I was in, I thought I was going to die,” I admitted, though he already knew much of this. “I kept reliving my life in that tiny box…I went through all these moments. I put Granny through a lot, Borden.” My throat felt tight. “So yeah…I’ve had nightmares of being buried, but…it’s not being buried that frightens me. It’s…confronting it all over again.”
“Confronting what, Doll?”
“My mistakes.” My eyes watered. I shut them again. “You ever had that happen? Had your nightmares chase you, remind you of the pain you’re responsible for inflicting?”
He didn’t respond for several moments. The room felt utterly still. His whisper was faint, but I caught every word. “After Kate…”
He didn’t have to finish. 
It was a hard one for him to talk about.
I never pushed.
But I sensed Kate’s presence. When I knew when he was thinking about her, I felt her around us. His eyes would be open, but he wasn’t really seeing anything. Something in his expression told me he was back there. In some moment. He’d be stuck inside that memory for seconds. Never more than that. But in just those few seconds, I saw an eternity play out before my eyes. An eternity he could have had with her. The crevice within him, deep and jagged, filled with his pain and with his torment. Then he would blink twice real quick, look around, remind himself where he was before his mask went back up.
Yes, Kate may have been dead, but she still existed between us, like a ghost that wasn’t put to rest. 
Sort of like my past.
“I’ll make you that promise, Doll,” he said suddenly. “Because it matters to you. Because I want to please you. Should I ever have to choose…Lincoln’s safety will come first.”
My body relaxed with relief. “Thank you, Marcus.”
“But I have another promise…” he added, his voice growing eerily cold. “Should a day like that ever come, I promise to set the fucking earth on fire and bleed out any fucking cunt that ever thought he could go unscathed for hurting my alleycat.”
Despite it all, I felt my lips twitch. “That’s a lot of fires.”
“It still wouldn’t burn hotter than what I feel for you, Emma.”
I turned my head to look at him, meeting solemn blue eyes. “I like when you’re being romantic…in a violent sort of way.”
He didn’t return the humour. He just stared at me, his eyes pinned to my mouth. His jaw was clenched. I shifted my body to face him and ran my fingers over his hard face, trying to relax his muscles. “None of that, please. Not in this bed.”
“I don’t like the power you have over me, Doll.” His words were delivered harshly. “It doesn’t make me feel in charge.”
“You’re in charge,” I assured him. “Everyone is terrified of you.”
But he shook his head softly, whispering, “Not anymore.”
Before I could ask what he meant, he took my hand off his face and kissed my palm. “I have to meet with Hector. Then I’m going to pick up Lincoln from that scathing old granny of yours. You stay in bed, recover from that earth shattering orgasm, and I’ll come back for round two.”
I shot him a sleepy smile. “Promise?”
“I’ve had enough of promises for one day.” He slipped out of the bed and began to dress again. “It’s more of a demand, alleycat. It would be preferable if you had your ass up in the air.”
“What if I’m sore?”
“What if I don’t care?” I giggled, and at the sound, his lips flinched. “I really can’t get enough of that tight pussy milking me dry, Doll, but fuck me, I think your giggles are another pleasure altogether.”
My cheeks heated as I buried my face in the pillow.  He still made me shy, even after all these years. 
He also kept me hanging too.
No goodbyes, he left the room without another word. 
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Chapter Five

Borden

“I’ll be picking up Link today,” Borden told Darlene as he cruised the streets to the latest shitfuckery. 
“Where’s Emma?” Darlene asked. 
“She’s sleeping. Leave her alone.”
Getting Emma to sleep at all was a miracle. He had a hunch Darlene knew this. 
The old lady huffed for a moment. Borden could hear her slow footsteps over the phone. “How many more funerals will you put her through?” 
Borden didn’t answer that. “I’ll be running about an hour late. Will you manage?”
Her retort was cold. “Are you truly giving me a choice?” When Borden didn’t respond, she let out a dramatic sigh. “I’ll give you time to bury your secrets, but they never stay secrets for long, Borden. You just wait.”
“Good to know.” Borden hung up and threw the phone down on the leather seat beside him. Darlene never usually got under his skin, but her words bothered him. He wasn’t trying to keep secrets from Emma, but at the same time, he didn’t want to drag her into this city’s underbelly. She needed to be a mother. She needed normalcy. She was occupied in the bookkeeping and the fucking charities for those poor kids in New Raven. Borden wanted her distracted, even if it meant she believed that those kids had a chance at a better life.
Borden wanted to believe it, too.
But it didn’t come easy, and he couldn’t.
Kids were moulded by their environments. Even he, the impoverished New Raven rat, was still up to no good. He had come so close to a clean name. To running an empire that was legitimate. But then Terry Mulligan came around, and then the bikers wanted an exchange for Emma’s safety, and now here he was, putting out more fires because the bikers’ presence had caused a huge upheaval on Borden’s streets.
Borden had appeared weak.
Borden had needed help.
Borden had no longer appeared omni-fucking-potent. 
As such, Borden was putting to ground thug after fucking thug. The streets flowed with blood, mostly from the skulls of those that dared try to challenge him, but sometimes his own men suffered the consequences, too, and it just wouldn’t end.
What used to be a shooting a couple times a year was now a shooting every few fucking days. It was madness. Utter chaos that was slowly burning hotter. It was about to blow, and Borden was quickly making plans, finding hiding spots for Emma and Link should the threat ever get too close.
He was certain it wouldn’t.
He was personally handling the killings. Making sure no one got out unscathed. Trying his damned hardest to remind these fuckers that he was still in charge, and how fucking cheeky were they to try to step on his toes.
Borden was losing a part of himself in the process. It felt like back then again. When Kate was freshly gone, and Borden’s revenge came in the form of torching bodies and watching their ashes kiss the sky and wanting to do it over and over again until he was satiated.
He’d never felt satiated, though.
He’d only felt more hollow. 
And every time he challenged himself to stop, to hold back on his terror and ease it, he was reminded of that fucking photo of Emma in the ground.
And hell…
These men would beg for the mercy of hell because Borden offered none.
◆◆◆
 
The screams had become background noise to Borden every time he’d entered the “slaughterhouse.” He didn’t coin the term. Hector had. That fucker had a sick sense of humour, though lately it’d felt muted.
The slaughterhouse was underground. It was a single room with a single lightbulb where their vermin sat on a single chair. It was a little too cliche, even for Borden. There was even a steel table full of pointy instruments. It was designed to fuck with the head of the person they were breaking.
His men had already given him the rundown of the latest shit sitting in that chair. They were usually drugged out fiends, sent on some obscure mission to fuck with Borden in some manner or another. Last month, one of the servers that worked in his restaurant had been sexually assaulted. She’d somehow fled midway through the attack. She didn’t run to the police.
She ran straight to Borden.
They’d found the cunts quickly. One snitch led to another. Borden buried them so thoroughly, their remains were literally scattered in the wind.
Not even Emma bat an eye when she heard about it through the grapevine, but she’d given Borden a lingering look. It was one of those stares Borden didn’t like to think about. It used to be shock. Then defeat. Now it was…
Nothing.
That was the look Emma gave him. A look of nothing. 
He didn’t know why he was thinking about that now. Maybe it was because he was going to do it all over again. That this shit sitting in the chair below his feet was a predatory thug, except—
“He’s not like the others,” Hector said to him as they stood in the middle of the woods. The hidden hatch leading to the room was literally beneath their feet. 
“Explain,” Borden returned. 
“He came outta nowhere and took responsibility over Jason’s death. He won’t talk to me, either. Says he’ll only talk to you.” 
“Just a tactic to set him free—”
“No, he knows he’s going to die. Like I said, he took responsibility over Jason’s death. He is ready to pay the price. That’s the fucked up thing about it.” Hector pursed his lips, taking a moment before adding, “This one ain’t scared to die. Sorta welcomes it. Calls himself a lost boy or some shit.”
“Sounds tapped in the fucking head.”
Again, Hector didn’t look like he agreed. “You gotta see him for yourself.”
“You seem shaken for a biker,” Borden noted.
“I’m fucking terrified,” Hector admitted sourly.
Interesting.
“Just see him,” Hector added next, twisting away from him, like he didn’t want Borden to look into his eyes.
Within moments, Borden did.
Within moments, shit took an even darker turn.
And after he left that fucking room, rattled and fuming, he’d pulled Hector aside and demanded, “You’re tailing my woman from now on, you got it?”
Hector didn’t argue. 
He didn’t even look surprised.
He said, “I got it.”
◆◆◆
 
“There isn’t a place we can’t find you…or your woman…”
Borden’s mind was still reeling from that man’s words when he met Darlene at her door with a scowl on her lined face. With lips pursed, she simply called out Lincoln’s name and they waited.
“You haven’t slept,” she noted. 
Borden was passive, distracted. “Only got in late last night.”
“Ah, after you left Emma and your son alone again for days.”
“Yeah.”
“Well, you look aged.”
“Noted, Darlene.”
“Get more sleep.”
Borden glanced down at his watch. It was close to 5 now. He needed to focus. To stop thinking about that fucking man in that room, and the things he said.
Oh, the fucking things he said. 
“Yeah, you were two hours late,” she said next. “That’s unusual, even for you.”
Darlene needed to stop yapping. Borden barely heard what she was saying. His mind flashed with images of that sick fucking smile on that dead man’s face.
“I’ll pay the price for my boys…for my sweet, lost boys…”
Fucking hell.
“Daddy!” 
Right on fucking time, his four year old shoved past Granny and landed into Borden’s arms. And just like that, a burst of feeling tore through Borden. He picked Link up quickly, swinging him around like a ride. Link laughed. Even through Granny’s scowl, Borden caught the slight smile poking around the edges. Borden’s chest tightened as the waft of his son’s scent flooded him. His warmth and his tiny limbs. His innocent eyes as they gazed up at his father with pure delight.
“Guess where we’re going,” Borden said, keeping his tone light, though he heard the faintest tremor in it.
“Where?”
“Ice cream.”
“Now?” Granny cut in. “He’s got dinner—”
“Say bye to Granny.”
Link practically forgot about her existence as he shouted. “Bye, Granny! I want chocolate with oreos, Dad.”
Borden ran a hand through Link’s hair. “We can do that.”
“And some sprinkles.”
“Whatever you want—”
“Daddy, you need a bandaid.” 
“Hmm?”
Link grabbed at Borden’s hand, frowning. “You’re bleeding.”
Borden ignored Granny’s stiffening form. She knew it wasn’t Borden’s blood. Borden looked down at his fist, feeling a strange tightening in his throat he’d never felt before. Still holding Link, he shoved that hand into his pocket. “You’re right. I’ll put a bandaid on it.”
“What happened?”
Borden glanced at Darlene. Remembering her words, he leaned in close to her and whispered, “I can’t be the only one with secrets, can I, Darlene?”
Through her disapproving eyes, there was a sudden wariness there. Borden walked down the path to the car, answering, “Just a small accident, buddy. Nothing big. How hungry are you for that ice cream?”
“Hungrier than a hippo.”
“Do you think hippos like ice cream?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because they’re animals.”
“You can make ice cream out of hippo milk, can’t you?”
As Borden fastened him in the booster seat next to his seat, Link shot him a disgusted look. “Gross, Daddy.”
Within minutes, they were on the road. Even with Link in the seat next to him, Borden didn’t feel settled until Hector texted him. 
I’m at the house. Emma’s in the kitchen, cooking green leafy shit. Smells like a hippy took a dump in here.
Borden’s shoulders relaxed. Like Hawke, he could trust Hector with Emma’s life. Hector had come a long way from that vulgar cunt he was a long time ago. Fucker just needed to be out of that club to figure his shit out.
“Did you know dogs like ice cream?” he asked Link next, a smirk forming along his lips.
Link replied, “Can we get a dog?”
“I got you, don’t I? What do I need a dog for?”
“Dad!”
Borden laughed. “What? I’m raising good points. They’re stinky, they’re hungry all the time, and they fart   like you.”
Lincoln giggled and stared out the window. On a shrug, he said, “I just want someone to play with that lives at home.”
Borden’s chest tightened. That, he could understand. 
◆◆◆
 
“Slow down there, little hippo.”
Too late.
Lincoln’s face was covered in chocolate ice cream. He’d practically dunked his face in the damn cone. It dotted his nose and coloured his cheeks like a blush. Borden wished he’d had Emma’s phone on him to take a picture instead of the damn dummy phone. Electronics were purely prohibited when he took care of business. None of that tracking bullshit on there. No worries about microphones or cameras or whatever the fuck.
Borden leaned back in his chair. They were seated outside on patio chairs. It was an old mom and pop ice cream shop. He loved shops like these. Obscure but popular because it tasted fucking good. It was one of the shops Borden threw money at under the table to keep going. His way of saying fuck you to the giant corporations that tried to muscle their asses into his already ugly city like warts on a rectum.
He counted his men just then. Two by the parlour. A car parked feet from them. He wondered in that moment, not for the first time, what it would be like to find a quiet place. Somewhere nobody knew him. A place he could safely take his kid and enjoy a sunset and an ice cream without the noise.
Borden hated the fucking noise. 
He watched the people pass, but he was hardly looking at them. He was thinking about Emma. Always thinking about Emma. Always talking himself down from racing across this fucking city to see her.
To touch her.
He just wanted to touch her. Remind himself he must not be so bad if a woman as good as her could love a man like him. 
He glanced down at his hands. Even after he’d fucking scrubbed them raw in that room, the fine lines were creased in blood. His gut twisted.
“Go on and kill me, but you can’t kill an idea, Borden…”
His shoulders stiffened. The man’s chilling words were spoken with such sincere calm. A man at fucking peace.
“An idea spreads like a virus…And we live by our idea…That’s what makes us unstoppable.”
A woman giggled nearby. Borden idly looked up. A tall woman. Pink heels. Skinny jeans. Blonde hair falling like waves down her back. Chatting on the phone, she pushed the button to cross the street, her profile in direct view of him. 
He froze.
His body felt like ice. 
Dots clouded his vision. 
“Kate…?” 
The name barely fell from his lips as the crosswalk flashed and the woman walked. Everything about her…Height, hair, fucking giggle…
Borden should have been running to her. Should have grasped her by the arm and spun her around and seen for himself that it was impossible.
Utterly fucking impossible.
But it was like those fucking nightmares. 
He fucking froze.
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Chapter Six

Emma

Past

Theo spent the night with me in the alleyway. He had dropped down on the ground to rest his back against the brick wall. He was so close, his bare shoulder brushed against my black hoodie. The rain didn’t pick up. It was a gentle mist that felt welcoming on my flushed skin. 
When was the last time someone actually spoke to me with such concentration?
Granny tries to speak to you.
But Granny was old and judgmental and I didn’t want to think about her. 
I wanted someone like me. Someone my age. Someone that fit into me like a puzzle piece. A girl could really get lost in a fantasy like that: she could map out an entire future from just one conversation with a boy.
But with Theo…
I couldn’t do that.
I didn’t understand his motives. 
“Where did you come out of?” I asked him, curiously.
“From the shadows,” he answered, a secretive smile on his lips.
“I’m serious.”
“I am, too.”
I looked up and down the alleyway. I was in the corner. I had wrapped my arms around my knee, pressing my face against them. I must have sensed him—there was no other logical explanation than that—when I had looked up and there he was, in the centre of the alleyway like he’d never been anywhere else. 
“You were walking past,” I said. “That’s the only explanation.”
“Did you hear me?” he questioned, peering down at me. 
I couldn’t figure him out. He seemed so in control of his emotions. 
“I didn’t,” I admitted. “But I had my face pressed against my knees.”
“I suppose your ears were covered by your knees then.” Now his voice was dry, and I couldn’t help the shy smile that spread across my lips. 
“Well, no.”
“What if I told you I know this city so well, I can come out of any corner and you’d be none the wiser?”
“I would want to know how you do it.”
He smiled, and my chest swelled as he locked eyes with me. “I can’t tell you a secret that big. I could get into trouble letting a pretty girl know something like that.”
I bit the inside of my cheek to stop the smile from forming at his compliment. Instead, I focused on his light admission. “In trouble with who?”
“With the people who taught me how to do it.”
I rolled my eyes. “That much is obvious.”
“It was a different city. They only taught me how.” He looked away, his gaze trapped on his bloody fingers. He clasped them as he took a moment to respond. “Some people fall into trouble. I sort of got born into it. Except…my ma wasn’t the most careful. She tried, but…they got to her, and then I ran.”
Who got to her, I wanted to ask, but I knew he had intentionally left that out. Instead, I asked, “Did they catch you?”
“I’m still running. I came here, and I think I made it out. I roam the streets at night, like you do.”
My heart dipped. “I don’t do this often.”
“I see you out all the time.”
My spine stiffened. I didn’t speak, the realisation that I’d been watched by him and didn’t know it—
“I don’t follow you around, if that’s what you’re assuming,” he snapped now, a flash of annoyance passing over him as he glimpsed at me. “But you don’t stop, and it’s hard to avoid you around here. Especially when you’re crying in an alleyway, and you should be more careful. Good people don’t prowl around at night.”
“Don’t you prowl around at night?”
He smiled, and it was gentle, though his words delivered the total opposite effect. “I do.”
Now I was irritated. “I suppose I should be careful around you.”
“I don’t hurt girls.”
The past is a tricky thing. You can look back at this exact moment with a bit more clarity. You can read between the lines. You can say to Past Emma, “He doesn’t physically hurt girls. But what might he do to them emotionally?” 
Past Emma overlooked this entirely. 
She was young. 
She was naive. 
She was desperate. 
“It’s going to be light soon,” he said next, peering up at the night sky. I peered at him. “Let me walk you home.”
I swallowed, a refusal at the tip of my tongue. Instead, I swallowed it down. An unlikely moment for me. I would have pushed anyone away for trying to get close. Because what the hell in common could I possibly have with them? How could they possibly know the chasm that was growing inside of me? The rage and the sadness. The betrayal and sense of loss.
But I knew, right then and there, as he rose up to his feet, wincing from the pain in his back, that this boy understood. 
And when he extended his out to me and said, “I want to see you more. I want to know you, Emma.”
I took his hand and whispered, “Okay.”
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Chapter Seven

Emma

“Boo.”




Teetering on another nightmare, I opened my eyes minutes after Borden left. I tried to nap. I really did. But it was impossible. I tossed and turned, and then stopped to stare at the corner in my bedroom, convinced the corner was staring back at me. Unease settled inside me. Paranoia sounded so loud in the silence.
After a sigh, I left the bed and showered. I shaved my whole body, determined not to feel like a cactus for Borden’s tongue later. My body was sore from his maddening fucks, but I welcomed the feeling. If he could leave behind his touch, it didn’t feel so lonely on my own. It was when I was whole again, my body unblemished, the pain absent, that I began to spiral. 
I needed Borden.
I needed my son.
I needed Granny.
I needed my work and the routine it gave me.
But it felt like I needed something else, too. I just didn’t know what.
“Boo,” I whispered softly just before I submerged my face in the shower, welcoming the hot rivulets down my body.
◆◆◆
 
Dinner eaten, I’d hardly finished cleaning up my Caesar salad mess in the kitchen when the front door opened. Lincoln came racing into the house. The fucking place was so damn big, it took him eons to reach the kitchen. He was in a fit of giggles, crashing into the dining chairs before his sticky hands wrapped around my bare legs.
“Mommy, can I have more chocolate?”
“What do you mean ‘more’?”
I looked down at him and froze. His face was covered in dried ice cream. It was in his hair and all over his shirt and somehow there were dry lines of ice cream flowing down his legs. 
What the—
“First of all,” I said, holding back a laugh. “You know your cut off point for chocolate is three. Secondly, who the heck gave you ice cream? I know it wasn’t Granny.”
As if realising he was busted, his eyes bulged open. “No one!”
“Lincoln…”
“Snitches get stitches!” And then he took off running again. I buried my face in my hands, shaking my head at the damn line Borden taught him a long time ago.  
“I want you in the bathroom!” I called out. “You’re having a bath and then it’s bedtime, young man!”
He screamed some kind of non-committal response, his quick steps climbing up the staircase. I put my hands on my hips, waiting quite impatiently for Borden’s appearance. I would scold him and he would say something witty back. Our banter before I yearned for his kiss and his hands and his hardening cock against my belly. 
For some reason he was taking longer than usual. I heard his footsteps, slow and scattered, drawing closer. As the seconds passed, my comedic stance faltered. I dropped my arms just as he appeared. My smile slid off my face as his eyes found mine. When he looked at me, there was always a spark in his gaze. Like he was suddenly alert and ravenous for me, and while that spark was present, something heavy shadowed his features.
“Hey,” I whispered softly. “You alright?”
He ignored my words and simply came to me. Without warning, his mouth crashed against mine and his arms looped around my body. He pulled me into him, pressing himself against every inch of me. He didn’t relent, like he was still trying to get closer.
His kiss was needy. His touch groping. His fingers dug into my meaty flesh, and he clung to me like he didn’t want to let go. Or he didn’t want me to let go.
Then he finally pulled back, but he kept his eyes shut. His forehead pressed against mine. I looked up at him, my lips swollen as my gaze traced along his parted mouth. 
I knew if I asked him what was wrong, he wouldn’t answer just yet. Borden always needed time to absorb his thoughts. He wasn’t in a dark place. He was hurting.
“What can I do to make it better?” I asked him. 
“Be with me,” he answered. “Never leave me, Doll.” 
My heart squeezed. I almost lost my breath, the shock of his words, spoken with such rare vulnerability, hitting me. I brushed my lips against his. “I’m yours, Marcus.”
He trailed behind me as I bathed Link and tucked him into bed. Borden hovered by the doorway, wordlessly watching as I read a quick story to Link. The little man was crashing hard from his sugar high. He blinked slowly as I read to him, until finally his eyes closed and didn’t open.
“You’re a good mum, Emma,” Borden said simply. It wasn’t conversational. He spoke it like a simple fact. “I love that you’re the mother of my son, you know that?”
A warm smile spread across my face as I looked up at him, still leaning against the doorway, his gigantic frame startling in the dim lighting. He could look so fucking ominous. 
“And you’re a good dad.”
Borden blinked slowly, saying nothing back. He looked at me a moment longer and then he turned, walking down the hallway to our bedroom. 
When I walked in after him, he was already undressing. “Take it off, Emma,” he demanded. “I want to feel every inch of you.”
I didn’t argue with him.
I undressed, letting my clothes fall to the floor.
My desire for Borden was like a bottomless cup. I was never full; my thirst was never quenched. My body was familiar with his size, with his touch, with his gentle but often brutal strokes. Yet it didn’t prepare me for him. Not at all. 
He strode to me and picked me up in his strong arms. His mouth nipped at mine, little kisses that he rained down on me as he watched me through half-opened eyes.
“Can’t get enough of you,” he whispered. 
He didn’t fuck me without restraint. Quite the opposite. He laid me down on the mattress instead and worshipped me. He peppered my body with his kisses, tasting every inch of me. His mouth stroked at my core, expertly knowing how to turn me boneless.
“You and that cursed tongue,” I panted as he drew out my pleasure and had me digging my fingers into his scalp like a needy little kitten. 
He smirked up at me, and I lost my breath in an instant, swept up by those wicked blue eyes. Sometimes his eyes—his heavy gaze—was like staring into an opal. The same heady feeling I got at the iridescent moving colours was comparable to Borden’s eyes. I saw the mood change in and out of them. The hunger, the roughness, the gentleness and the dizzying look of warmth when he wanted to tell me with just one look that I was his. 
I fucking loved being his.
I don’t think I’ve ever loved anything more in my life than belonging to him. 
“Are you mine?” I whispered, blinking back tears as he brought me near the edge of that explosion. 
His smirk faded. He pulled back and climbed over me. His hand gripped my leg and he swung it around him. Then without warning, he thrust into me, and it was that thrust alone that sent me spiralling. My fingers dug into his back and he groaned at the marks I left behind. I lost myself in that moment, forgetting that Borden originally needed me and not the other way around.
He swallowed my cries in a punishing kiss, and then he moved, gritting out, “I belong to no other, Emma. Only you.”
He finished inside me on a long groan and a slow, tortured thrust.
◆◆◆
 
He came back from the bathroom with a hot towel. Languid, I watched as he placed it between my legs and cleaned up the mess. As he slowly wiped me, his gaze was focused on my face, tracing along my features, but at the same time, avoiding my eyes. 
“Can’t get you out of my fucking head,” he murmured, quietly. “Tired of that sometimes, Doll.” 
“Wish you could stop thinking about me altogether?” I teased. 
His hand fell to his side, his hold on the towel limp.  “I can’t lose you. I wouldn’t survive.”
My heart dipped. He was thinking about the earlier conversation. “I was emotional today, after the funeral. I…I probably shouldn’t have made such a demand of you—”
“It’s not that—”
“I just thought of Lincoln—”
“I thought I saw Kate today.”
I froze, and the room went quiet. 
Borden shook his head shortly, a haunted look in him. “I know it wasn’t her, but just the same…for a split second, I thought it was her.”
I didn’t know what to say. The room spun and then settled. I blinked and settled with a weak, “How did that make you feel?”
“Terrified,” he said, his gaze lingering along my mouth. Then he stood up. I watched his giant form disappear into the bathroom. I heard the thump of the laundry hamper as he chucked the towel in there. Then he emerged, stopping in the middle of the room to finally look at me. 
I couldn’t really speak. My mind was racing. I felt…a strange hurt in my chest. It didn’t seem appropriate to feel that way, so I was confused by that. 
“Did you…” I paused, clearing my throat. “Did you want it to be her?”
Borden stiffened a nod. “I did.”
“Oh.”
“If only to tell her I was sorry.” He moved to the window, and quickly peered out through the crack in the curtains. Then he paused and turned his head to look at me. “A sick part of me imagines that if she were here, she’d loathe me. I sort of want that, too. For her to hate me.” He looked down at my body, his stare clinging to every curve of me. “I suppose I keep waiting for you to.”
My warring emotions wore off by the pain in his eyes as he exhaled and slowly moved back to the bed. I sat up, my back resting on the headboard as he sat down on the edge of the mattress.
“I could never hate you,” I said, quietly. “It’s why it hurts when I think that maybe…I don’t know…maybe Kate was right for you. Maybe you miss her and wish…that it never ended.” I felt cheap saying that. Out of my comfort zone. Painfully honest in my insecurities. I also felt horrible to put that on him. Because she happened before me. Because it wasn’t any of my business. We had years together, but they had something I never had the courage to prod around to understand fully. 
He smiled sadly, his eyes piercing mine. “Doll, you’re it for me.”
“But you loved her—”
“I never told her that.” His lips pressed together. “Perhaps I should have.”
“Is that what haunts you?”
“You haunt me.” He looked exasperated now as he leaned closer, trying to hold my gaze. “No one is better suited for me than you, Emma. It’s why I get so upset when you ask me to put Lincoln first. It reminds me that I dropped the fucking ball. That an enemy got to you and buried you and then sent me a photo that’s been fucking etched into my mind ever since. Five years the horror in your eyes has been on the forefront of my fucking mind. It’s why I have to protect you.”
“You put us in a house on the edge of nowhere with cameras everywhere and a damn watchtower outside the gates. Two of your men have died in the last six months. There has never been more blood on the streets. How much more can be done?” I leaned closer to him too, trying to talk sense to him. “And now you’re seeing Kate because she reminds you of what you have to lose. Marcus, things aren’t getting better, no matter how hard you try to keep this house of cards up.”
“What would you have me do?” It was a genuine question. He stared at me, imploring me. I couldn’t tell him to get out of this. He was in too deep. This was our life. I knew what I signed up for. I wanted this. No, I wanted him, and I accepted the risks, perhaps blindly at first, perhaps too hastily, yet I still wanted him despite the danger. But now that Lincoln was here, and people were dying… it suddenly felt like too much.
I couldn’t have something happen to our boy.
So I leaned in even closer, whispering, “Remind them why they fear you.”
“Baby, that’s what I’m trying to do.”
“No, you’re hiding it. It’s just whispers on the streets. Show them.”
His face fell. “And have you look at me like you lost another piece of yourself by loving me?”
“Marcus—”
“Doll, I die a little more inside every fucking time I see that look in your eye.”
“Then think of Lincoln.”
His jaw clenched. “That’s not fair.”
“Imagine losing him.” I knew that was the trigger. His face went so dark, I felt goosebumps run down my arms. I shivered, immediately grabbing at his hand. “Stay with me.”
“You want two men at once,” he huffed. “The cheeky man who laughs and fucks you over his desk, and then the scary man that spikes fear in the hearts of men. Which one do you want?”
“I love both, so I won’t choose.”
“Frustrating woman.”
“Frustrating villain.” I kissed his lips, and he shut his eyes at my touch. “Frustrating hero.”
He let out a sardonic laugh. “I am no hero.”
“To that little boy in the next room, you are. To me, you are. And fuck anyone who says otherwise. They don’t know you. I don’t want them to know you. You’re ours, Marcus Borden, and the real you is a treasure.”
He opened his eyes, and the amusement returned as he murmured, “I suppose that’s why women are brainless when it comes to men. They have to be fools to love us.”
His eyes heated at the smile tugging on my lips. “I am a very intelligent woman, Mr Borden.”
“What about when I fuck you?”
My cheeks warmed. “Don’t be one-sided. I think you lose your mind, too.”
He shook his head, looking almost sad. “You’re wrong, Doll. I lose my whole damn self in you.”
He crawled into bed and wrapped me in his large arms with my back pressed against his front. On our side, he held me for some time. He was burning hot to the touch, and immediately, I felt my body slow down. I traced the tattoos on his arms, my touch lingering on the scars and the fresh looking cuts. 
I thought for sure I would find sleep here, in the safety of my husband. 
I didn’t, and I was glad.
I didn’t want to be buried all over again. 
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Chapter Eight

Emma

“Did someone stick a sign on my fucking forehead?” Borden asked in that impossible to read tone.
I blinked hard. “No one stuck anything on your forehead.”
“Then why do you keep staring at me like a little hussy?”
“I asked you a question and you didn’t answer.”
Borden looked away from the paperwork in front of him. His face was creased with stress lines as he turned and finally paid me notice. “What’s going on?”
“It’s payroll and Linda wants a raise,” I said for the tenth time.
“Didn’t she already get one?”
I stifled a sigh. “A year ago.”
“How much does she want?”
“At least 3 percent more.”
“At least?”
I nodded, smiling sardonically. “She specified ‘at least’ 3 percent more to cover the therapy she’s going to have to pay for dealing with all your misogynistic business contacts that have been frequenting the club.”
“If this is about the bikers—”
“Borden, the guys you deal with are real pricks.”
“You’re my bookkeeper. You don’t deal with them.”
“Linda does,” I pressed pointedly.
“Since when are you defending her?”
“She’s the manager. No one can do what she does.” I relaxed back in my chair, levelling him with a no-bullshit stare. “Remember you said that your employees were your assets.”
His voice was dry. “I was speaking to a pervy doctor at the time.”
“She constantly has to speak to your pervy business contacts. Frankly, she chose 3 percent because she's hinting you're a cheapskate.”
Borden returned to his paperwork. I knew he was looking at proposals from acquaintances he’d made recently on his trips. He didn’t like me looking at them. With a bored voice, he said, “She’s being dramatic.”
I looked back at my screen. “I’ll give her a five percent pay raise.”
“Now you’re being dramatic.”
I didn’t respond as I plugged in the numbers. 
“Emma,” he murmured.
“What?” 
“You’re being dramatic.”
“I heard you the first time.”
“You didn’t respond.”
“Like the way you didn’t respond when I asked you ten times for her pay raise?”
“You didn’t need to ask. You’re giving it to her anyway.”
“You still need to hear about it.”
“I don’t think so.” He paused now, and I felt his stare. He watched me for some time. I felt my spine straighten. His attention always felt like the sun warming my skin. Then, “You’re giving yourself a pay raise too, aren’t you?”
“Oh, you bet,” I returned swiftly. “Five percent more for dealing with your bullshit dialogue.”
“You like what I say.”
“How did I give you that impression?”
“You fuck me on the daily.”
“Doesn’t mean I like your bullshit dialogue.”
“You scream my name right after I tell you all about the filthy fucking things I want to do to you in those teasing pencil skirts you wear.” Now he hummed thoughtfully to himself. “I would say you love my bullshit dialogue.”
“Stop talking, Borden.”
“Then sit on my face.”
I paused, staring incredulously down at my keyboard. My cheeks burned. Goddammit. 
“Look at you,” he said, amused. “I’ve painted you in my cum from head to toe and you still blush at me like a nun.”
“Borden,” I stressed in an irritated voice, but I was far from irritated. I fought back a smile, and the tingles that always ran rampant when he spoke like this.
“Emma,” he returned. 
I opened my mouth to respond, but nothing came out. I clamped my mouth shut and resumed payroll. There were too many employees to take care of. I didn’t have the time to deal with these pointless conversations.
He still stared at me, though.
He wouldn’t stop.
I paused to take a sip of my orange juice because god fucking forbid I drank a bit of coffee in the office. 
I resumed, finishing up Linda’s hours, still feeling incredibly self conscious because his chair had turned in my direction, and his eyes hadn’t left my face. He began to tap his pen against the desk. It didn’t even follow a rhythm. He just did it out of sync, like he was trying to be annoying. 
“Emma,” he said. This time his voice was quieter. He was probing my mood. Trying to get me to look at him so he could read my expression. Arrogant bastard had to look at me just once to know what I was feeling.
And what was I feeling? Well, I didn’t need him to know I was fighting my hardest not to squirm from his attention. Time didn’t seem to dull what his gaze did to me. It was always one damned look and we were fuck rabbits all over again. He, too, was never satiated. Borden’s sexual appetite was an inferno. The man could happily fuck me to death. 
“Emma.” This time I felt the expectancy in my name. 
“I’m busy,” I returned, sternly.
“Emma.” Now it came out sultry. The way he said it when he murmured my name in my ear when he fucked me slowly. 
My core clenched. Shit. My shoulders dropped in defeat as I glanced his way. I promised myself it would be fleeting. A quick second to show him how unbothered I was by his suggestive use of my name. 
My gaze locked with his blue eyes and remained. Straightaway, a spark shot through my chest. I held my breath, willing myself to glare and then return to the screen, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. Not when he paid me attention like this. His eyes didn’t wander. They just stared into mine. I felt sweat bead my skin as I fought not to look him over. 
I fucking loved when he wore his joggers and sweater to work. It always meant he was going to have a lazy day, followed by a hard fuck.
Maybe that was why I was moody. I knew it was coming, but he was beating around the bush, making me tense with anticipation.
I supposed I needed to speed things along. 
“Bookkeeping is an interesting profession, Mr Borden,” I said, fighting hard to keep my voice smooth. I tried my fucking hardest not to be swayed by those damned beautiful eyes, or let my gaze wander his perfect jawline and smoothly shaved skin. “It’s one of those jobs you can do completely on your own…without your boss hanging over you.”
“What’s your point?”
“Keep this up, and I’ll request an office at our annual meeting.”
“Annual meeting?” he questioned.
“Yeah.”
“We’re always meeting.”
“It’s got an official title, therefore it’s a real thing.”
“Waste of time. I’d just say no to your own office.”
“And I would inform you that bookkeepers are needed everywhere.”
He raised his brows. “You would quit a profession that is increasingly becoming difficult to find in this city?”
“Then you wouldn’t need to convince me to stay. I’m so replaceable.”
“I have a lot to offer.”
I shrugged, carelessly. “Uh-huh.”
“You get a bonus every year.”
“At the expense of getting harassed.”
“I pay you triple the average salary for a bookkeeper.”
“Thanks for making my emergency fund so fat during my next job hunt.”
“You get weekends off, and the optional Monday.”
This guy. “Monday requires intense recovery after a fuckathon weekend with a needy husband that fucks like it’s his last time.”
His lips twitched, but he refused to smile as he played along. “I do miss the Monday fucks.”
“I’m sorry my pussy isn’t calloused over to welcome your pierced third leg.”
“Your ass is open Mondays.”
“My ass is still healing from three Mondays ago.” Now I huffed out a breath. 
“Fucking worth it,” he said heartily. “Your ass was so tight, Emma. I saw stars fucking you. I put my hand right between your legs and worked your dripping cunt at the same time. Your orgasm rocked the house.”
I tried not to squirm just thinking about it. How delicate he had been. How slow he worked my opening, until I’d allowed his entire cock inside of me. He’d even removed his piercing to make sure I was comfortable. 
I was getting wet all over again. 
Uncomfortably so.
My sore ass could take it again, couldn’t it? It had felt so fucking good when he’d gripped my hips and fucked me. He’d even flipped me on my back and taken my ass then, in an angle where he could rub against my clit. 
I’d touched heaven in that very sinful session.
And now Horny Emma was ready to play again. The little slut needed to learn impulse control. His arrogance only grew when I begged. 
“I lubed you up good, too,” he continued, and I could tell he was lost in the memory himself. “You took me whole last time, Doll. I was very proud of you.”
“What a champ I am,” I said sarcastically. 
“The very best. Keep offering up that peach ass for me, Emma.”
“Thank you for your words of encouragement, Borden. But, you know, this has nothing to do with the fact I still want my own office.”
He didn’t even think about it. “Not a chance.”
“Please.”
“You don’t even mean it.”
My mouth dropped. “Are you serious? You’re a distraction.”
“I don’t bother you.”
“Some days you make me crawl to you.”
He let out a soft groan. “You love it, alleycat.”
“My knees are starting to hurt.”
“I’ll get you kneepads.”
I couldn’t hold back the laugh that erupted from my mouth. Borden’s eyes fell on my mouth, his gaze fixed to it. That predatory glint returned to him. His stare grew heavy as he watched me carefully, like a lion about to devour his next meal. He’d stopped tapping the bloody pen, but he was spinning it around like an afterthought.
I looked back at my screen for hardly a second when he muttered, “Emma.”
He couldn’t disguise the neediness in his tone as he said it. My skin tingled as I looked back at him, my smile all gone. He placed the pen down on the desk, his movements slow, but his eyes were still pinned on me. 
The room went quiet. 
My heart started to pound in my ears. I spun my chair around to face him, giving him my undivided attention. I couldn’t help the heat in my core. I squirmed under his gaze, waiting for him to make the next move.
Why didn’t it ever get old? I asked myself just then. Why did it feel like the first time every time?
It was because he was so unpredictable. He had minor slips in his facade. He could really play the game well when he wanted to. Only extreme emotion drove Borden to shed that thick layer he was so masterful at wearing. 
It was also because it felt sort of dream-like that we were here together. I looked at him at times and asked myself, Is this man really mine?
“Yes?” I pushed out between parted lips.
“I need a folder,” he said, and my heart dipped in my chest. “I want to look over the venture I invested in with Chadwick.”
He must have been kidding me, but the punchline never came. 
My eyes narrowed on his, a curse at the tip of my tongue, but I stiffened a nod. “Sure thing, Mr Borden.”
I grabbed the key to the locked cabinet from my desk drawer and got up. The file cabinet was in the corner of the room. Made of steel and drilled to the floor. This fucker was fireproof because its contents were so valuable to Borden. God forbid the dude went digital. Everything had to be raw and in physical copy. 
I unlocked it and opened the drawer, my fingers swiftly running through the alphabetical files. I found Chadwick and pulled it out. I had to take a moment to get my breathing under control because I truly thought Borden would have been fucking me by now, but I guessed I read the situation wrong. 
I returned to the desk and handed it to him. He took it and twisted his chair back to the desk. He opened it, his gaze travelling to the sheet of information he wanted to read. I stood in front of him for several seconds, my fingers pulsing with the urge to strangle the cheeky fucker. I was so wet, so uncomfortable. I turned around and was about to sit when his monotone voice ripped through the air.
“Emma.”
“What?” I shot back, exasperated. 
“I didn’t dismiss you.”
I crossed my arms as I looked down at him. He wasn’t even staring back. “I have payroll to do, Borden. Actual work, you know—”
“I’m going to look over the numbers in Chadwick’s folder because I’m planning to dissolve this business in the coming month. While I read it, I want your mouth around my cock.”
Holy fucking shit.
Was he serious? 
“Oh, I’m fucking serious,” he murmured, casually. He didn’t even have to look at me to see that I was questioning his sanity. “I want your pert mouth sucking my fat cock from under my desk.”
“What do I get out of it?” I asked, keeping my voice level. Like somehow I was the one in control here. 
“You get my hot cum down your throat.”
“Borden—”
“After I fuck your mouth, I’m going to make you scream when I bend you over the table. You’re going to be gushing around my cock in ecstasy when you milk my second cum.”
I tried to be defiant. I resisted moving, but I was a fool to think that would bother him. He didn’t even blink at me. The ball was in my court and I…I didn’t even think twice about it. 
In fact, I didn’t even think about it at all. 
My mouth watered at the thought of his hard cock in my mouth. At my tongue licking at his piercing. I moved to him and he looked up, that satisfied expression warming me as his lips finally did flinch into a ghost of a smile. 
Shame on you, Emma, because you live to see this man smile. 
And I…
I wasn’t living these days. 
This—him and me and this fucking office—I lived for this.
I dropped to my knees, crawling under the desk. It was degrading and subservient, and I fucking loved how pleased he was. His hand lightly drifted over me, tickling the back of my neck. It was a soft touch for such a dirty demand. He spread his legs, unzipping himself. All the while he looked into my eyes, his breathing already picking up, the only giveaway that his anticipation was sky high. 
I loved pleasuring him. It made me feel powerful. Drawing out his pleasure drove me wild. I knew what he liked, but I tried to change it up, making him lose control. In my own way, I was unpredictable too.
“Get messy,” he whispered down to me, after freeing his pierced cock.
“Don’t tell me how to suck your cock,” I returned swiftly, my hand already gripping him. He was half-erect, but that response seemed to trigger him. Instantly he grew harder. 
“No?” he questioned. 
“No.” I gathered the saliva in my mouth and spat it over the head of his cock. His body immediately tightened as he carefully watched me wrap my mouth around him. His eyes went distant, a deep groan releasing from his chest. 
“Borden,” I murmured after I brushed my tongue along his shaft. 
His voice was barely audible. “Yeah, Doll.”
“You’re supposed to be looking at that folder.”
I resisted grinning at the lack of concentration in him. His eyes fluttered shut for a brief moment. He gulped hard. He shuffled the chair closer to the table, and I heard the flutter of his folder opening. I could hear the pages falling out, scattering across the desk. He was definitely not in control of himself. 
He said once I could suck-start a motor with my mouth, and I wanted to remind him of that. I pumped him, even when it seemed impossible that I could bring him any deeper into my mouth. The sloppy sounds I made beneath the desk were the only sounds in the room, coupled with his heavy breaths. He tried to move his hips to get me to suck him harder. I didn’t. I wanted him to suffer, like he made me suffer at his hands when he took my pussy into his mouth.
I felt myself growing wet. I refused to touch myself. Always determined to be given pleasure by him. To let him ravage me in the way he desired after I was done with him.
A knocking on the door sounded. Borden stiffened. He kept his voice level when he barked out, “What?”
The door creaked open. Gerry’s voice cut through the air. “Hawke’s messenger is at the port.”
I sucked his tip and Borden blew out a harsh breath. “Let him pass.”
Gerry’s stunned silence was obvious. “We just let him through?”
Borden’s cock hardened impossibly as I swirled my tongue around his tip. “I will allow it this time.”
He paused. “Where’s Emma?”
“Around.”
“I didn’t see her leave, and part of our protocol is we are the brave, honourable first line of defence—”
Borden’s cock was about to burst. “Gerry?”
“Yeah, boss?”
“Kindly fuck off.”
“Yes, sir.”
I smiled around him as the door closed and Borden immediately leaned back to look down at me with heavy eyes. He gripped the back of my head, scrunched up my hair, his teeth clenched. “You almost made me cum.”
“Poor, imperious baby.”
His gaze darkened. “My little whore under that desk.”
I licked around his piercing and that was his undoing. He shoved me down, forcing me to swallow his cock as deep as I could. He came hard on a pained groan, his cum flooding down my throat in spurts. 
He stood up and, as though he were possessed, he swiped everything off the desk. Panting, he demanded, “Get up, alleycat. Bend over the desk. You have exactly five seconds or else I'll have you marched out of here with that skirt hiked around your hips, your wet cunt gleaming for all eyes.”
I stood up quickly. “You would never!”
He smirked at my retort. “No, I would never, but imagine it, will you?”
He spun me around and forced me to bend over his desk. He slid my underwear down, letting it fall to the floor. Then he spread my ass and spit. I felt his saliva land down my crack. He rubbed it over my still healing hole and prodded there, murmuring, “I would want them to see you worked up. They would wonder what you taste like. I would collar you, of course, and have you leashed. I might even bind your wrists like I did recently. Your hair will be mussed up. My cum would still be dripping down your mouth. Are you imagining it?”
My eyes were shut. I was. I moaned in response as he pushed his finger into my ass. His cock throbbed at my centre. He let it hover there for a moment. “What would I do to all those fuckboys watching, Doll?”
“You would fuck me in front of them,” I whispered needily. 
“Why would I do that?”
“To show them only you could touch me.”
He slid into me, and I welcomed him in. He worked me slowly, thrusting in and out of me at a slow pace as his finger pushed into my ass even further. Both of the sensations made me grip the edge of the desk as I cried out in pleasure. 
“They’d be jacking off,” he murmured. “Stroking their little cocks to you bound and fucked. I like that image. Acting like desperate fucks for a taste they’ll never have. I love that you’re all mine, Emma, and that I get to touch you and have you and wreck you.”
It took me no time to spiral. The world spun around me as I came, and he followed, his cock jerking within me. Still he talked. Lost to his words and his possessive touch, as though the thought of anyone even watching made him angry. He would never let anyone in, much less allow them to use me as their source of pleasure. 
Still. 
Borden was a man of contrast. He was telling me I was his treasure. That anyone would want me, even when I felt of little value growing up. Invisible, unheard. A broken girl easily faded into the fabrics of an impoverished class. 
But not to him.
To him, I was so much more than that. 
I loved that he didn’t just view me as the mother to our child. That I wasn’t even his wife. In this office, I was a woman he craved and desired. He saw me. He looked inside me, pushing me to my limits. It was more than just sex. It was connecting in the most all encompassing way.
I was Emma.
He was Borden.
I wasn’t Mrs Borden.
He wasn’t Marcus.
Inside our office, we were feverish creatures, reduced to our most carnal desires. We lost our senses, forgot ourselves, never shying away from the kinks that we could never trust another soul to know. It was private, and I treasured it. I loved that, in these four walls, we had built a world separate from reality.
Lately, for reasons I didn’t want to confront, this world was one I was seeking to disappear into more and more. 



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Nine

Emma

I looked freshly fucked, and Borden was grinning ear to ear. I rolled my eyes every time he gave me that cocky look. Pointing a finger at him, I said, “Watch it.”
“Doll, I can’t decide whether I like you better all dolled up, or all fucked up.”
Laughing, I crumbled up a scrap paper off my desk and threw it at him. It hit him square in the chest. Smirking, he said, “I want your g-string. Take it off.”
I froze. “What?”
“I peeled it off you.”
“I put it back on because, if you haven’t noticed, I’m wearing this itty-bitty skirt.”
“I want it back.”
“Borden, no.”
“Doll.” He just stared at me pointedly. 
“You’re unbelievable.” I said it in a huff, but he just raised his brows. I sighed and stood up. Lifting my skirt, I peeled the white g-string off. His eyes looked drunk off the sight of me. I pointed my finger at him. “Don’t you dare. You’ve pumped me full of cum from both ends—”
“I didn’t say anything.”
I crumpled up the underwear like I did the paper and threw it at him. He didn’t let it hit his chest. He caught it and pocketed it.
“That’s so wrong,” I muttered, pushing my skirt down. “What do you even do with it, you sicko?”
“I keep it.”
“You have a chest full of my panties, Borden.”
“Yeah.” I didn’t know whether he was being serious or humouring me. 
My cheeks burned as I sat back down. “I never see them again, either. It’s why I don’t even wear my favourite ones. Office thongs get stolen all the damn time. I have a full budget that I write off as a business expense. I should really stop wearing anything at all, or you’d run out of money. Bet that would be a great lesson for you to learn, huh?”
“Direct access to that perfect pussy? Yes, punish me, doll.”
I smiled stupidly. “That’s sort of your job, though, isn’t it?”
He looked up from the Chadwick file he’d reclaimed from the ground. Everything else remained there. It looked like a bomb had gone off if someone were to peer in. God, I hoped Gerry wouldn’t be back at the door to ask whether he was allowed to breathe. “You’re in a chatty mood today, alleycat.”
“You’re not the only one that is capable of being soul suckingly annoying.”
His eyes warmed; it was usually the only part of him that seemed to thaw faster than anywhere else. “Are you trying to get me to punish you now?”
“What would you have in mind?”
“You’d be on your knees—”
“I already did that—”
“—your entire shift.”
My eyes bulged. “What?”
“I’d have you on your knees by my desk for the whole day.”
“What’s the sexual part of that?”
Now his lips spread slowly. “Baby, not everything needs to be sexual to satisfy me.”
I made a sound of disgust. “You perv.”
“Yeah.”
“I would never do that.”
“You would.”
“Never.”
He looked back at his papers with that imperious look. “We’ll see, doll.”
“Fuck that, we won’t.”
“I’d pet you, too.”
“Oh, you’re really pushing me now.” I was tempted to grab the stapler and throw it at him next. 
“My perfect little sex kitten.”
I returned to my work now, scoffing. “Never.”
We were hardly five minutes into our work when Borden’s dummy phone went off like a rocket. I stilled, my eyes drilled to it vibrating on the floor. He caught my glance, his amusement faded as he got off his chair to scoop it. 
“Yeah?” he answered.
He listened in. I couldn’t hear what was said, but Borden’s face said it all. His expression turned lethal. His voice was eerie when he said, “Hold him still, Hector. I want to take care of it.”
He hung up. When he looked at me this time, my eyes were back on my work, but I wasn’t actually punching in the numbers. I stared at the spreadsheet, my heart sinking. 
“Emma—”
“Just take care of it,” I said, gently. I forced a smile. “I get it.”
He didn’t budge for some seconds. “It was a shooting, Doll. I can’t avoid this.”
“I know.”
He came around to me. His fingers skimmed the back of my shoulders. He dropped his head down and kissed me sensuously on my neck. I shut my eyes, surviving on his touch, and I was a hopeless fool for it, but here we were, two souls foolishly in love.
“My alleycat,” he murmured. “Straight home after, yes?”
I nodded. “Please be careful.”
“Always.”
Always until it’s not. 
I forced the thought into a box inside my soul. Yet another one to bury away. I watched him stride out of the office. I loved that he stopped at the door to look back at me. He opened his mouth like he wanted to say something, but he never did. He hated goodbyes. He thought they were reserved for two occasions: when you never see someone again, or when you were dead.
I always wanted to ask him how someone who’s dead could say goodbye, until I realised very painfully that death was always a goodbye, only wordless.
The room was empty without him. Unless you wanted to include Gerry and Paolo, but they were just suits that existed in the corners of my periphery that were now breezing in and out of the office, shooting the mess on the floor questionable looks. Whatever. I’d learned to tolerate them like you tolerate gum on your shoe; they were there and they were a bitch to get away from.
But I buried myself in payroll, even went the system went to shit and I lost half my data. That was a welcome setback, though, as I didn’t want to get close to being done. I wanted to be here, to not have to think—
“...Wake up where the clouds are far behind me…”
My body tensed. My head moved away from the screen and to the office door. In an instant, my entire body went from warm to ice cold. 
I stood up on wobbly legs as I walked to the door and opened it. Gerry was standing in the corridor. He looked down at me. “You okay?” he asked. 
I must have looked white as a sheet. I didn’t respond because the song was louder now as I stepped out slowly. I followed the song across the corridor and then down the steps to the main floor. 
The song was so loud, it was deafening. 
My eyes spotted as I approached Linda. She was laughing with some coworkers who were getting set up for opening. 
“Turn it off,” I said numbly. 
They didn’t hear me. 
The speakers vibrated as the lyrics flooded out, the ukulele making my stomach churn. 
“Turn it off,” I repeated, loudly. 
If there was a trauma button, mine was being pushed repeatedly. My face burned. This time Linda turned her head. Her eyes narrowed at the sight of me. Confused, she mouthed, “What?”
“Turn it the fuck off!” I shouted, pointing at the speakers.
Someone in the back quickly moved around us. Within seconds, the song was off.
Linda was in my face now, looking annoyed. “What’s going on?”
“Don’t play that fucking song in the club again,” I seethed. “Ever.”
“Relax. I didn’t put that specific song on. It just played.”
“Who the hell has a song like that on inside a club?” I asked, accusingly. I knew how crazy I looked. I needed to calm down, but I was burning up.
“What is your problem? I just told you I didn’t put the song on.”
“Well, who did?” 
I looked around at the staff of men and women, all dressed in their black OWLS’ shirts, now looking anywhere but at me.
None of them took responsibility.
That infuriated me…and then made me look around the club suspiciously.
Linda stood in front of me to block everyone out. “Calm down, Em.”
I just shook my head, feeling stressed and like I wanted to vomit. “I just don’t like it, alright? Don’t do it again.”
“We didn’t know.”
When I didn’t respond, Linda took me by the arm and steered me out. Within a minute, we were in a separate room. Now I was breathing fast, realising how utterly stupid I looked. She wrapped an arm around me, surprising me with her gentleness. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “Emma, whatever it is, it’s gone. You’re not back there anymore, okay?”
Without expecting it, my eyes erupted in tears. I turned into her, wrapping my arms around her and sobbing. She was stiff for a second, like the affection was unexpected, and then she melted, returning the hug. It was a pretty skeletal hug. I was worried she was so stressed with the club, she wasn’t eating. She smelled like Chanel—
I stopped my thoughts, knowing my real issue was that she didn’t smell like Granny. And Granny used to hug me like this every time I fell apart to that fucking song.
“You’re not back there, okay?” Linda kept telling me. She fucking knew the song triggered me. “The past might be gone, but it still has a voice. Don’t let it in.”
I nodded, pulling back after I’d calmed down. I felt embarrassed—and annoyed because Gerry had opened the door and poked his head out at us, and Linda had practically breathed fire at him when she hissed, “Shut the fucking door, Gerry!”
Gerry sheepishly did just that. A laugh escaped my lungs at the look of utter fear on his face. “Sometimes I think you’re scarier than Borden.”
Linda smirked, though her eyes were loaded with sympathy as she peered back at me. “I gotta take care of this fucking club, Emma. I am scarier than Borden.”
I smiled, though I felt awkward when I whispered, “Please don’t say anything to him. I don’t want him to worry about me…plus, I don’t want to have to explain, you know?”
She nodded. “I know.”
She did.
Linda was rough around the edges, but her heart wasn’t as hard as she pretended it was. She was good at pretending. I was good, too. 
But when that song came on…
When that song came on, nothing stopped me from wanting to obliterate that part of me that seemed to surface when loneliness crept in. And like a ghost, it whispered, “Boo.”
Yeah, boo to you, too. 
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Chapter Ten

Emma

Past

“Where have you been?”
I’d hardly taken a step inside the tiny house when Granny pounced on me. 
Exhausted, I unzipped my jacket and hung it up on the coat hook. “Just out.”
“It’s nearly three in the morning.” 
She appeared in front of me, looking like she hadn’t slept a wink tonight. Her white and brown hair was in a messy bun. Her eyes were sunken in. She looked terrified when she should have been relieved I’d come through the door.
“I lost track of time,” I simply said, kicking off my shoes. 
I walked past her in the corridor. “You’re out more often than not, and you’re doing it on school nights. This can’t go on.”
I didn’t answer as I walked into the kitchen. The stovelight was still on. I filled up a glass of water and took big gulps. I’d walked for hours tonight and seen so many interesting places. 
Granny hovered behind me, fussing. “Debbie-Anne said she saw a boy walk you home a couple times.”
I put down the glass, but my eyes found hers. “He’s a friend.”
She studied me suspiciously. “What kind of friend?”
Oh, my God. “The kind you fuck.”
“Emma!”
I rolled my eyes. “Just a friend, Granny.”
“You’re fourteen.”
“Okay.”
“How old is he? Because Debbie-Anne said he was a big guy—”
“Debbie-Anne is a gossip queen who loves to stir the pot, and you always listen to her shit.” I threw my hands up in the air. “If you want to believe a cat lady who collects tea cups and spends her time looking out her window in the dead of night over your granddaughter, go for it.”
I went to walk past her. Her hand grabbed gently at my arm. “Exactly, you are my granddaughter, and my responsibility. I want to be sure you are alright—”
“Then you should have done something a long time ago,” I cut in pointedly. 
She stared at me like I’d stabbed her straight in the heart. The look only made me feel gross in my skin. I shrugged her hand off me. “I tried,” she whispered. “I tried to get your mother away from him—”
“I don’t even care,” I said emptily. “It happened forever ago.”
“You obviously care.”
I spun around to look at her, feeling defensive. “Don’t kid yourself. This family has a knack for fucking with bad guys, so I understand why you assume I would do the same, but Theo’s different, Granny. He’s one of the good ones.”
“You sound so certain,” she replied, dryly. “You clearly know more than me.”
“When it comes to people that I spend time with? Yes. I’m not eight anymore, Granny. I don’t need you to hold my hand across the damn street. You don’t have to pretend anymore—”
“Pretend?” she shot back, having the audacity to sound surprised. 
“Yeah, stop it already. Live your life. Keep crocheting your blankets and stop making me scarves. I haven’t worn a single one of them in years. In fact, just do your own thing and then we can just cross paths until I’m out the door and out of your hair. Just like Mom did.”
Her face reddened. “Your mother ran away from me at sixteen. She met a boy, too.”
She left me to fill in the blanks.
“I’m not my mother,” I said, doing my best to reign in my temper. 
“And that’s why I am trying to help you,” she whispered gently. 
“No,” I hissed back. “You’re trying to save me, like you should have tried to save her. You’re just using me to ease your own guilt.”
Before she could say another word, I added, “I’m going to bed.”
I disappeared inside my room, fell into my bed, felt the gross emotion spread throughout my body, the guilt feeling like sweat on my skin. 
I screamed into my pillow. 
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Chapter Eleven

Borden

He studied her when she didn’t think he was watching. Emma had become a bit of an enigma this past year. Borden liked to chalk it up to being a mother. Lincoln was full on at first, but he felt he had become tamer. At four, Link was well-behaved. He had his fair share of meltdowns, but he was easy to soothe. According to Emma’s grandmother, he was better than most.
Borden knew fuck all to do with kids before Lincoln came into the world. Kids had never been on his radar. Ever. The fuck could he do with them? He had filthy hands. He’d killed with those filthy hands, and he was supposed to use them to gently keep an 8 pound baby alive?
Of course, it was as simple as laying eyes on his goddamn kid for the first time four years ago to realise his doubts were completely unfounded. The second Link was placed in his hands, he’d looked at his little dude and said, “Fuck yeah, you’re mine.” He may have startled a nurse or two, but he didn’t give a fuck. 
The rest was history.
And now he was dressed in a black suit, sitting on the fucking floor putting together a zoo puzzle with Link. Borden was in his mid-thirties and he couldn’t get the fucking giraffe pieces to fit right. He spun the giraffe head around, hoping Link would notice. He sat on the train track rug cross-legged—very fucking impressive—with a concentrated look on his face. He put most of the giraffe together and said, “Why haven’t you put your piece down, daddy?”
Borden didn’t know how much utter bullshit he’d have to spew in life until he became a father. “Waiting for you to put it together, bud. Did you think I’d just do it for you?”
Link’s brows came together as he shot Borden a what the fuck expression. “Daddy, I’m an expert at puzzles.”
“One can’t be too sure.”
Link snatched the giraffe head out of Borden’s hand and began to fit it. The sound of high heels interrupted Borden’s thoughts. His attention drifted to the staircase, and his heart stuttered in his chest at the sight of Emma walking down them in her tight-as-fuck white dress. Jesus, the dress had that cut down the middle, and her tits were teasing and he was going to be inside that tonight.
“You look beautiful,” her granny said, trailing behind her. “Remember to smile, Emma.”
Why did she have to remind Emma to smile? Emma was always smiling. 
Wasn’t she?
Frowning, Borden didn’t go to her immediately. He pretended to be distracted by the puzzle, but his attention was on his doll as she walked across the house. “I’ll smile, Granny,” she assured her, though her voice sounded tired. “Don’t worry about me.”
He ruffled Link’s hair and stood up. “Do it all over again,” he told him, keeping him distracted so he could have a minute alone with Emma. He passed Darlene by the staircase. The withered old thing seemed concerned. He didn’t say anything to her, but they locked eyes. He simply nodded once, assuring her he would take care of Emma. Darlene went to be with Link, her movements slower than usual. She seemed to be limping from one side, like her hip was out. Borden made a mental note of that, in case Emma was concerned for her. 
She was in the kitchen when he approached her. Fuck, she was beautiful. She was taking a sip out of a bottle of water. Her hair was done up high, and her make-up made her cheekbones look like they could cut steel. When she turned to look at him, her face softened, and it was that warm look she shot him that really did it for him.
He stopped in front of her and shoved his hands in his pockets. He raised his brows, giving her a dramatic look as he scanned her body up and down, whistling. “The fuck you wearing, Doll?”
Her lips perked up. She placed the water bottle down on the marble island. “Don’t like it?”
“No, I fucking love it,” he returned, that cheeky humour present when he appraised her again. “You know I’m a real fan of all your lingerie, but what the fuck are you doing wearing it around the house with your granny around the corner? Shocked she didn’t beat you with her bible.”
She was already laughing halfway through his words. He grinned, closing the gap between them to wrap his arms around her. Even in her heels, he towered over her, and she had to crane her head up to look at him. “You want me to act out, don’t you?” he murmured. “Break skulls all over that venue tonight when those old geezers stare at what’s mine.”
“There will be none of that,” she replied, resting a hand on his chest. “You’ll be a gentleman.”
“Then you should have dressed like a lady.”
She let out a scoff, like the word was amusing to her. “I am no lady, Borden.”
She was rough around the edges and would not blend in, she meant. Borden wanted to tell her that was what he loved the most about her.
He gripped her chin, forcing her to look back at him. “You’re my lady.”
She stared into his eyes for a few moments, glowing with love for him. Fuck, he loved to be in her sights. “There’s nowhere else I want to be,” she whispered.
He dropped his head and kissed her gently, though every bit of him urged to throw her over his shoulder, march back into their bedroom, and fuck the night away. It was tempting. Link was looked after. They could be loud, too. The house was so fucking big, her screams would be swallowed up as he mercilessly delivered the fuck of her life.
But charities and shit—they made Emma happy. He could suffer a hard dick for the next couple hours, no worries.
Maybe.
“You were gone today,” she said next, biting gently at his bruised bottom lip. He had a nasty cut there from when she’d bitten him during one of their fiendish fucks. The bruises were starting to blur together. 
“Sorting out loose ends,” Borden said vaguely.
She studied him for a few moments, like she was deciding whether to push for answers or not. He grabbed her hand and kissed the inside of her palm, smiling pleasantly at her, though his mind flashed through the images of alleyway slayings he was not responsible for.
Strange shit was happening, but it was under control. His men and the Warlords were already on it. “Probably just a turf war,” Hector had grumbled that morning. “You know how it fucking is, Borden. Best they get distracted with each other than continue to fuck with us.”
Borden knew, but he didn’t care. “Just put out the fucking fire, Hector. I don’t want to see any of that shit in my city.”
Hector assured him he would.
When they were ready to leave, Emma kissed Link goodbye. “You be good for Granny, alright?”
As she kissed him again, Borden smirked at Darlene. She looked relieved, pursing her lips in what he swore was a smile. It’d been years and every encounter was a chance at winning the old bag over. He was getting there, bit by precious bit. But fuck him, he’d never underestimate the grudge an old lady could hold. She made it clear she would always hate him, but since Link was born, she had finally learned to tolerate Borden’s presence.
Before he stepped out, Darlene couldn’t help but pull him aside and whisper, “Put that dummy phone on silent. You pay your wife attention, Borden.”
“You never have to tell me that,” he sharply replied. 
“I’m not saying you don’t, but…” Darlene’s eyes flashed with a hint of concern, her words trailing.
“No dummy phone,” he promised.
On his way out, he shoved his phone into Hector’s hands. 
Hector pocketed it. 



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Twelve

Emma

I held my champagne flute, smiling at the rich old man as he regaled tales of his accomplishments. It was the same shit at every charity event. I was here for the cause (in this case, for the underfunded schools in the Bellevue district of New Raven). The money raised would go to grants and extracurricular clubs for the underprivileged; at the schools, we were funding the breakfast clubs and making sure kids had free electronics so they weren’t left behind in today’s digital world.
So, while I was definitely here for the cause, the rich donors were here to big note themselves. It often descended into a pissing contest about who had the bigger yacht and what new building development was in the works. In other words, they did everything but unload their dicks out to see who had the biggest one. Borden was really good at tolerating this shit. Being the “King” of New Raven, he didn’t have to be here, but he was doing this for me. 
Because it mattered to me. 
I watched him from across the large hall. He was dressed in a black suit. It hugged every inch of him and left very little to the imagination. It boggled my mind at times how utterly ripped he was. He put his body through the paces. Never once eased back. Borden was the most disciplined man I had ever met. He had never faltered, either. He mastered his routine, paying himself first in the mornings with a hard workout and a large meal. He went to work with this laser focus that was impossible to break. For the first couple years, I had stopped going to the office regularly to look after Lincoln, and my lack of presence only reinforced his ability to dominate both the legal world and the underbelly of New Raven.
He needed me out of the picture to get away with more than he was letting on. This was not lost on me. This also bothered me more than I wanted it to. 
Lately, with my hours slowly growing at work, I was seeing the signs. I was also understanding just how fragile this city was. It slowly was falling apart. 
Borden was talking to a business acquaintance, this cool edge in his expression that made the men around him full of anxiety. Still an asshole. Still intimidating. I bit my lip to suppress my smile as I continued to roam the room. From the corner of my eye, I spotted the large, familiar form of a biker that had encroached on our world a long time ago and never left it. 
Sometimes, I liked to pretend that things hadn’t changed. That Hawke was still around the corner, watching me. That Greame was waiting to pick me up. That my protectors were diligent and passionate about their job to ensure that both Borden and I were okay. My heart clenched. 
Those days were gone. 
I twisted my head, my eyes catching brown eyes that didn’t belong to Hawke, but to his brother, Hector. He didn’t approach me, but he always lingered closeby, making sure I wasn’t far enough away to answer an emergency. He wasn’t in his biker garb. He was wearing suit pants and a black dress shirt. His black hair was slicked back, his beard trimmed. Like Borden, he was intimidating as hell, but the women couldn’t resist him. 
Hector never looked at them.
Something…odd happened to Hector. Nobody liked to talk about it. The infamous manwhore had left the Warlords and was attached to Borden’s hip the last two years. In that time, I never saw him live a life outside Borden.
I tried not to dwell on it. Whatever happened was his prerogative. I couldn’t look at him without thinking of Hawke and missing Hawke and…Graeme, too. 
I coolly looked away, determined not to connect to him in any way. He had tried at the start, making friendly conversation, but I shut him down straight away. I wasn’t interested in getting to know Hector. He wasn’t like Hawke. Hawke was the President of the Warlords now, and he was married to a good woman. Infatuated with her, in fact. It still blew my mind that Tyler was that girl who had lived right under him the whole time, destined to be his soulmate, and he hadn’t known it. 
I sipped my champagne, learning to laugh at the jokes some of the ladies made. No matter how well I eased into conversation, I always felt like a fish out of water. I was Emma. Full stop. They had names like Aquafina and Kimberly but pronounced Kimberlay. Sometimes they talked about shit I wanted to roll my eyes about. Like now. 
“I warned Evonica not to hire such a young nanny. She caught Gregoray in the pool house with her,” Furella mused, her voice low, like she were a spy passing along top secret information. “He alleges nothing happened, but Evonica said the help had crocodile eyes.”
“Good help is hard to find,” Julianada responded back, sipping her drink with her pinky in the air. “I would do it myself but, well, you know how difficult it is to be a woman and running my own business in this economy.”
I was pretty sure she sold mineral water that she claimed was from a secret waterfall in the Amazon.
“What about you, Emma?” Furella asked.
I smiled pleasantly while my soul died. “Hmm?”
“Don’t you have a nightclub you run all on your own?”
I shook my head. “I’m just the bookkeeper.” When they just stared at me, I added with a bigger smile, “I’m really good at it.”
“Charming,” Furella said, wrinkling her nose. 
The old Emma would have asked her if she was named after a fur coat. Instead, I said, “It is.”
They smiled back and then continued to rip apart Evonica’s nanny. 
I felt his presence behind me, closing in on me. His scent hit me first, and I paused, my smiling turning genuine as his possessive hand wrapped around my waist. He dropped his head. I felt his lips press against my bare shoulder. A gentle kiss. A promise of what was to come later. 
“You look so beautiful, it hurts,” he whispered in my ear. His voice sent shivers down my spine. “I can’t wait to taste you, alleycat. I’m going to drown in that pussy tonight.”
I craned my head up to meet his blue gaze. “Now, now, Borden, lower your voice before we hear the pearl clutchers gasping.”
His lips spread into a dangerous smile. “When have I ever minded?”
Never.
“Help,” I whispered now. “I don’t think I can take anymore of this conversation.”
“You don’t want to know what shade of lipgloss will charm an ivory trader?” 
“Tempting, but no.”
His lips flinched as he attempted to bury his amusement. He looked over at the women. “Excuse me, ladies, but I’m going to borrow my wife now.”
We left them, and my shoulders sagged in relief. I whispered, “Thanks. How much longer do we have to be here for?”
Borden began to lead me up the stairs. “Not long, Doll. I have one more conversation I need to make with Thatcher.”
Why was that name familiar? Probably another folder Borden had made me fetch for him before a brutal fuck. I opened my mouth to question him—
“The view from your high tower must be nice, Mrs Borden,” a voice cut through the air behind us. “To look down at us while you’re all the way up there, I never thought I’d see the day.”
A strange feeling came over me. The voice was familiar and unfamiliar at the same time. Borden paused too, turning around first. I followed, my heart doing strange things as I looked down the few steps at a large figure.
He was tall, broad, with blond shaggy hair and piercing green eyes. There was a large jagged scar running down his face in a diagonal line, starting from under his right eye and ending below the left side of his lips. 
Our eyes met. 
My pulse pounded.
His lips turned up. 
I nearly fainted. 
Borden frowned, growling, “What did you just say?”
His green eyes remained steady on mine. “I heard that the popular Emma Borden from our downtrodden streets elevated herself to the royal skyscrapers of downtown New Raven. That she lives in an ivory castle, and that her heart is so big, so pure, she throws charities to support the unfortunate lost boys and girls of Neverland.”
Borden hesitated, his confusion apparent. “Mrs Borden has a big heart.”
The man’s eyes never wavered from mine as he said. “She does. My daughter, Stasia, wanted to say thank you. Do you have a moment to hear her, Mrs Borden?”
Borden’s hand squeezed in warning, his head twisting to look around. The second he saw Hector close in on us, he relaxed. He began to say, “Another time—”
“Daughter?” I cut in, tightly. “Where is she?”
The man moved aside, and I was knocked speechless. The girl had been behind him the entire time. She was so little, I didn’t even spot her. She must have been four, dressed in a pink, sparkly dress. Her blonde hair flowed around her; she had the same curls as her father. Her big green eyes looked at me, and she smiled. “Hi.” Her voice was tiny and shy. 
I could hardly smile back, my gaze trapped on the burn scars running down her neck and arms. Her face had scars, too, much like her father, but they weren’t as deep. Whatever happened to her, the same had happened to him. I looked back at him, my breath trapped in my lungs as he continued to watch me carefully.
“Hello,” I managed out, weakly.
“Can you shake hands with her, Mrs Borden?” her father asked. He wrapped his giant arm around his daughter, and brought her closer to me. I didn’t like that I was still standing on the steps, because it made me look like I was peering down at them, like they were beneath me. 
I quickly made my way down. At the bottom, the man towered over me, his presence from this close too disconcerting to acknowledge. I swallowed hard, my gaze trapped on the little girl. 
I knelt before her, holding myself together as I brought my hand out and took her little hand into my own. She was so soft and she smelled like strawberries. Her face was so little and beautiful. She was the most stunning little girl I had ever seen, but the burns and scars told a story I was too afraid to wonder about.
“It is so nice to meet you, Stasia.” I’d barely finished those words when she launched herself in my arms, her tiny arms wrapping around my neck tightly. I jolted in surprise. My wide eyes shot up to look at the man hovering over me, his green irises so intense, I couldn’t hold his stare longer than a few seconds. 
“It’s nice to meet you, too, Emma,” Stasia whispered. “Daddy talks about you all the time. Let’s be friends. Please.”
She pulled back to look at me expectantly, her expression hopeful. 
“Now, now, Stasia,” said her father, in a strange voice. “Mrs Borden might be too busy for people like us. She must have so many other charities and spa parties to attend to. She’s not like us anymore, darling, but you got to see her, and now you can say thank you and goodbye.”
Stasia nodded slowly, looking sad. “Okay. Thank you, Emma, and goodbye.”
She stepped back, and my mind was too scrambled to offer a response. My body felt weak as I slowly stood up, feeling numb from shock. “No,” I whispered, shaking my head. “No, I…I can be your friend, Stasia. I love making friends. I do.”
“Yes, Stasia, she does,” said her father, stepping closer to me now, his body nearly touching mine. I had no choice but to look at him as he dropped his head in front of me, staring directly into my eyes. There was a darkness in those greens I would spend the entire night agonising over. His lips formed a sour smile, that split bottom lip capturing my attention as they twisted to form his next words. “Mrs Borden makes friends all the time. Keeping them, on the other hand…”
He’d barely finished his sentence when I saw Hector from my peripheral advancing quickly to us. I braced myself for his interjection, but it didn’t come from him. Large arms wrapped around me, tugging me back quickly. Borden placed me behind him, his body shuddering with barely contained rage when he turned back to the father. His chest moved rapidly as his head dipped down to look at the little girl and then up to the man who was equally as tall as him. 
“Is there a problem?” he asked coolly.
“No problem,” said the father gently. “My daughter is a big fan of your wife, Mr Borden.”
“Then only your daughter should be coming so close to her, Mr…?”
“Mr Nobody.”
Hector stopped behind the father, his gaze locked with Borden, waiting for his instruction. Borden was quiet for a moment, like he was momentarily speechless before he said simply, “Have a good night, Mr Nobody.”
The man casually took his daughter’s hand and they walked off. Immediately, Borden whispered to Hector, “Keep an eye on them.”
Hector immediately obeyed, following after the two. Borden then turned around to look at me. Heart still hammering in my chest, I met his questioning gaze briefly, smiling softly at him, but he didn’t smile back. 
Looking away, I waited for his cue to climb back up the stairs. When he did, his arm was very possessively trapped around my waist. I caught him only once twisting his head back to look behind us.
Borden never did that. 
He never looked behind him. 
Once he gave out his orders, he was assured, confident, but the way he gripped me told me otherwise. He saw it. The exchange. The familiar nearness of the father. He might have even caught my reaction, the way my shoulders tensed and my body froze. 
It was going to be a long night.
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Chapter Thirteen

Borden 

After that man spoke to her, Emma had gone quiet. Borden cut the night short. Fuck the charity. He donated more than everyone combined; he didn’t need to linger around. If anyone wanted to talk business, they knew how to reach him. 
Borden watched Emma’s every move as he led her out of the hall and to the car. He ignored the valet’s rambling words, some sort of compliment about his luxury car and how it was well looked after. He opened the door for Emma, eyeing her concealed expression as she slipped in. 
He looked up briefly, searching for Hector and Gerry. He caught Gerry and Paolo climbing into a black car, ready to follow. Hector was nearby also, giving him a nod as he closed in on his bike. He was already out of his suit clothes and into his biker garb, and Borden understood the feeling. Sometimes he hated the suits and polished look. These days, he wanted to regress to his old ways. To the sweatpants and heavy sweaters. 
As he rounded the car, he felt a dreaded emotion in the pit of him. He looked around, unusually paranoid that someone else was watching. 
Something was seriously amiss, or maybe he was sensing Emma’s strange quiet.
He peeled out of there, ignoring the slight tremor in his hand because she was quiet. She wasn’t looking at him either. She was staring out the window, her face purposely angled so he could not see her expression. 
Very fucking strange.
It wasn’t far into the drive when the silence began to make him feel…itchy and annoyed. He gripped the steering wheel tightly, the urge to hear the car rev loudly and race down the empty streets growing. 
Instead, he quietly demanded, “Who was he?”
She didn’t react to the question. She expected it. She didn’t speak for a few moments. It was a few moments too fucking long in Borden’s books. He looked at her quickly, trying to gauge her body language. 
She was too still. 
“Emma,” he prodded, fighting for patience. 
“A father,” she finally said. “He wanted me to meet his daughter. She…had these burns on her body. He did too.”
Borden’s brows pinched together. His mind raced with thoughts. He tried not to feel insulted. Truly. But she was treating him like he was capable of being so clueless. “Don’t try and steer the conversation, Emma. I’m no fool. Who was he?” 
“Nobody,” she answered simply. She was so calm, it unnerved him. He wanted a reaction. Some kind of giveaway that there was more to it than that.
“He behaved unusually for someone that is a nobody to you,” he said. “And you looked like you had seen a fucking ghost when you looked at him.”
“You don’t know that,” she returned. “You’re just filling in gaps.”
“I saw it.”
“You didn’t. You were occupied with one of your business acquaintances.”
“Is that right?”
“Lately, you’re always occupied with them, Borden, so I’m right.”
“No, Emma, I wasn’t,” he returned swiftly. “When you’re with me, my sole focus is you. I am on guard all the fucking time. I saw it all. I even saw him before you noticed him. He had his eyes on you the whole time. Why do you think Hector was closeby?”
Now she turned her head to look at him with a puzzled expression. She said nothing, like she’d been caught red fucking handed. 
“He looked starstruck at first,” Borden continued, recalling the man’s movements. “Like he’d laid eyes on an angel. And then something strange happened, doll. His eyes turned dark. He looked…angry.”
Heat flooded her cheeks. She blinked rapidly and turned her head away, concealing herself once more. “No more, Borden.”
“Emma—”
“I’m tired.”
No.
No, she was not going to end this conversation. Not when she was behaving like this. 
That itch spread across his body. He had the most bizarre reaction as he reflected back on that fucking man. The recognition in his gaze. The way he peered at Emma—this…this fucking look Borden couldn’t decipher. It wasn’t lust or want. It was…something else. And it wasn’t friendly. It wasn’t kind. 
Yeah, there was nothing kind about the way he looked at Borden’s doll. 
Worse than that, though, was Emma’s silence. His alleycat had been so utterly transparent in their relationship. He had dug into her life like a tick, and he had turned over every leaf in his attempt to deconstruct her and understand her. 
How did this escape him? 
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Chapter Fourteen

Emma

Borden didn’t push the matter, but I knew it was a matter of time before he got me alone again. I needed to be composed and sort out my thoughts before he picked at them. If there was one thing Borden was good at it, it was getting me to react with very naked emotions. I was petrified of this fact. 
The second we arrived at our disgustingly huge house, I escaped inside. He strode quickly behind me, hot on my heels as I entered the house. Granny was reading on an armchair beside the lit fireplace. She looked up at me with a bright smile—
It immediately fell. “Emma?”
I slapped on a fake smile. “All good, Granny? Did Link give you trouble?”
The front door shut, signalling Borden’s entrance. My body stiffened as I kept my eyes fixed on Granny. Her eyes narrowed as she closed the book and very slowly stood up. “He’s in bed, darling. What’s going on?”
“Nothing, Granny. I’m really tired. Thank you so much for staying—”
“Take the guest bedroom, Darlene,” Borden cut in from behind me. “In case Link gets up, I need you tonight.”
Granny’s brows went up. “Oh?”
“That’s not necessary,” I quickly said, determined not to look at him. “If he gets up, I’ll know about it—”
“Darlene,” Borden’s voice was ice.
She looked over my head, meeting his gaze. There was a quiet moment. Nothing about Borden necessarily frightened her, but they had developed some sort of…I wouldn’t call it a bond, but a truce. Simple looks like the one she was giving him now exchanged information not even I could dissect. 
“Alright,” she said slowly. “I was too tired to return to my house, anyway.”
My shoulders dropped. I swallowed down my irritation and quickly made to leave. “Alright then, Granny. Take the bedroom. The spare clothes you wore last time have been washed. Make yourself at home.”
Borden didn’t follow me. 
I was very mindful of the fact he lingered with Granny, and I had a feeling he was going to say something about tonight. The thought brought panic to me in such a way, my legs wobbled on the staircase on my way up.
I poked my head in to look at Lincoln. He was fast asleep in his giant bedroom. Even with all the toys and shelves, the room had that vacant feel to it. It drove me crazy that no matter how many times I tried to fill it, it never felt full. 
I knew Borden would come following soon, so I hurried to our bedroom and slipped into the master bathroom. If I could disappear into the bathroom, I would be able to formulate the responses to the questions he was going to rapid fire at me—
“Doll.”
I jolted, shocked to find him already in the bedroom. How did he beat me to it? I recovered quickly, my busy hands already grabbing for an earring. I pulled it out, saying, “I’m famished.”
“Famished,” he returned simply, like he was rolling that word around his mouth. “Not a word you often use, alleycat.”
Despite everything, my skin prickled with shivers when he called me that. It never got old. I was always affected by it. 
“I’m trying out new words,” I said, brightly.
“You’re nervous.”
I turned my back to him, aware he was following me with his eyes. “A little.”
“Tell me why.”
“Because you’re not going to let this go.”
“Let what go?” When I didn’t answer, he said, “We agreed when we got married that we would be completely transparent.”
At this, I shot him a dry look. “You keep things from me.”
“What things?”
“Work.”
“You want to know where I bury the bodies?”
Now I glared. “There are things I let you keep, to have, for yourself.”
His head tilted to the side, his gaze penetrating as he demanded, “Like what, Doll? Be specific.”
“Personal things,” I claimed. “Because they happened before me, and they don’t matter.”
“You’ve asked about my past—”
“I never demanded answers, Borden.”
“I never once rejected your questions, and I never will.”
I worked on my other earring, mind scrambling for another tactic to get him off my back about this. “Borden, we’re allowed some degree of privacy, is what I’m saying.”
I caught the way his body went deathly still. I couldn’t help but look at him. His face took on an edge. It was that fucking look Marcus Borden gave to his enemies. I pointed my finger at him straightaway. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not your fucking enemy, Borden! I’m just not ready to talk about it, alright?”
“If not now, then when?” he pressed straightaway.
“I don’t know.”
“Emma,” he warned.
“Borden.”
“Don’t pull away from me.”
“Then stop pushing it.” My tone was ice, and his face cracked. He looked like he wanted to strangle me, or fuck the answers out of me—they always were one and the same.
He pointed his own finger at me now, saying nothing for a few moments, then, “You are aggravating, woman.”
“Because you can’t control me?”
“That.”
“What else?”
“You don’t know when to give up.”
“You mean give in.”
He shook his head. “No, Doll, there is a big difference. Giving in means you lose to me.”
“And giving up is somehow winning?”
“Giving up means relinquishing yourself to me––trusting me.” Now he dropped his hand, frustrated. “Like I did with you.”
“Borden—”
“But have your space, Doll. For now. This conversation isn’t over, though. I will find out about him. With or without your help.”
I didn’t say it, but I shook my head. He wouldn’t find out about him.
That man was a ghost, and he was back to haunt me.



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Fifteen

Emma

Past

“Boo.”
I whipped my eyes open at hearing his voice, a smile already tugging at my lips as the familiar figure loomed over me. My eyes quickly darted to the door of my bedroom. It was still shut, but it wasn’t locked. 
“Theo,” I whispered in warning. “Granny gets up all the time to check in on me.”
“She’s dead asleep, Emma. She’s not getting up anytime soon. Get up.”
I slipped out of bed, taking quiet steps around my room. I made Theo turn around so I could change out of my pj’s. I wore my ripped jeans and grey crop top. I grabbed a loose zip-up and threw it over me. I tapped Theo on the shoulder, and he turned around, watching as I gathered my hair into a ponytail.
“Leave it down,” he said. “I like it when it’s down.”
Ignoring him, I tied it up high and he chuckled, shaking his head. “You purposely try not to please me, don’t you?”
That wasn’t true at all. A part of me wanted to please him. To look as appealing to him as possible, but…another part of me resisted that idea. Theo was my world lately, but he didn’t cure my defiance.
We tip-toed out of the bedroom. Granny’s door was wide open as we passed. The room was dark. She was on her side, her back facing me, breathing deeply. My heart stuttered. If she opened her eyes and caught me now, I could handle the punishment, but the wretched heartbreak in her gaze was hard to stomach these days.
She didn’t give me hassle as long as I returned home early, but most of my world woke up in the dead of night, and she was profusely against this. I had to sneak out and hope she was still asleep when I returned because when she wasn’t…
My key hung around my neck. Another thing she had made for me, hoping I would never get it lost if it was hanging off me. I opened the front door and we stepped out. I removed the key, quickly locking it, and then threw it back over my head. 
Then we bolted. 
Sprinting down the block, him hot on my heels, me laughing into the night. It was a pointless race. Theo was faster, but he humoured me, pretending to give me chase. I loved the feeling of being pursued. My heart climbed up my throat. Adrenaline surged through me. Fear swamped me for that brief moment before his arms wrapped around mine and picked my flailing form in the air. 
Panting, he whispered in my ear, “Can’t run from me, Nightcrawler. I’ll always chase you down.”
I smiled widely. 
I lived for the chase. 
◆◆◆
 
It was a kaleidoscope of colour in the poor district of New Raven. Bottles cracked open, alcohol passed along from one kid to the next. There were others like Theo and me. Kids that were hurting. Kids that felt lost. Kids living with a void in their hearts because a piece of their soul had been scooped out of them. Something happens to a kid like that. Something that runs deep and cold, and the only warmth was rattling the cages we were trapped in. Pushing the invisible boundaries of a world full of rules. 
Those rules never aided us. 
Those rules only served to keep us isolated. 
Those rules made us crave disorder.
We sought chaos to drown our grief. The group of us, facing the world like we were garbage royalty, happy with the stains of our existence. Happy to paint the world in black because that was what was inside us. Blackness like tar, impossible to wash off, we were so filthy and we pretended to love it. 
We were an orphanage without being an actual orphanage. Parentless and ignored by the public. Invisible in the system, ignored by teachers, hated by judgmental parents and well-dressed professionals who rode around in their posh cars and shook their heads at us. Even cursed. 
“Where are your parents?” they would say.
“Dead,” I would answer, a happy grin on my face. Yes, smile on the outside so they saw you weren’t hurting, so they felt creeped out by your glee even when your soul was screaming for what it didn’t even know. This defiance shit was an escape mechanism. It felt good to push people away. Even Granny. She was the most judgemental one of them all.
“You better be careful, Em,” Theo would say. “The police might be looking for you.”
Granny had a tendency to be dramatic, calling the cops every time I didn’t get home in time. The police knew us by first name basis, but worse than that, they never turned her away. Especially Officer Young. He was way too invested in this plight of getting me on the straight and narrow. It was a lost cause, I wanted to tell him. I was never going to stop. Officer Young only did it because it was his job. He didn’t actually do it because he cared. 
These adults—they pretended they were fighting for us, but they only wanted the kudos. The pat on the back for being “selfless.” I wanted to ask him why he wasn’t selfless when Mom called the cops on my dad every time he beat her. 
She turned to alcohol, and I turned to Theo. 
My addition was better for my health.
“Maybe we’ll get a whole night without her calling the cops on you,” Theo cheekily said as we travelled down the alleyway and down a set of stairs to a basement. 
“I don’t even care,” I replied, evenly. “She’ll give up at some point.”
Before Theo opened the door, he paused to look at me. “At least you got someone trying.”
I crossed my arms, giving him a pointed look. “So do you.”
Theo gave me one of those lopsided smiles. “You mean that?” 
“Have I let you down once?”
He still appeared doubtful when he murmured, “Not yet.”
Our nightlife had become my world. 
I wasn’t ever going to stop. 
Nights with the Lost Boys was filled with games and music. Sometimes, though, when they really wanted to compete, Theo would challenge them to a fight. He never did it to be malicious. In fact, he had spent many nights teaching us his boxing moves. He’d been trained young, he’d explained. I believed him. Theo moved with agility, his strength apparent when he swung his fist in the air. 
He always won.
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Chapter Sixteen

Borden

When Emma disappeared in the shower, Borden took a call with Hector. 
“What do you know?” he snapped. 
“Nothing,” Hector returned, sounding equally frustrated. “Dude fucking disappeared.”
Borden blinked slowly. “You lost him?”
“He vanished, man, into thin air.” 
“How does a guy vanish with his fucking daughter, Hector?”
Hector let out a long breath. “I’m just as mystified.”
“Did he get into a car?”
“No, he was walking with the little girl.”
“And then?”
“Then it was like he knew we were following him or something. He started zigzagging all over the place. Down alleyways, through parks—”
“Where exactly did you lose him?”
“He went down an alleyway behind a dance studio.”
“And then?”
“He never came out the other side.”
“Then he’s still there.”
“No, Borden, it wasn’t like that. We scoped the whole place out. We didn’t leave a fucking stone unturned.”
“Well, you must have, Hector, because two people—a fucking father and his little girl—don’t just disappear into thin air.”
He hung up on Hector the second he began to defend himself. He didn’t want to hear it. He was way too close to comparing him to his brother. Borden didn’t want to do that. Didn’t want to rub the salt into an already festered wound. Hector didn’t need Borden’s butchering about how Hawke never let him down. How every time he’d given him an assignment, Hawke had returned with information, no matter how hard it was. No, Hector didn’t need to hear that. He’d already gotten enough of being ostracised now that he was technically an outsider of his club. 
Sighing, Borden ran a hand through his hair. 
He looked out into their sprawling backyard, scanning the tall iron gates. He saw his men roaming it, caught the surveillance cameras and the booby traps they activated at nights. He didn’t understand his paranoia, but he wasn’t going to question it. 
He had let his guard down once and he had wound up tortured nearly to death as a result of it. He still got ghost pains in the scars on his palms, thinking of the drill that slowly cut into him when he was tortured in that room. 
That was nothing compared to the image of Emma buried alive. It continued to plague him, fuelling him to continue his obsession with making sure every threat was neutralised in this city. Especially when he had his treasure sleeping in a bedroom, surrounded by his toys.
Lincoln needed to feel normal. 
This…This wasn’t normal, was it? 
Borden returned inside the house. He paused in his step at the sight of Darlene still on the arm chair. He expected her to be half-sleeping, but she had her hands clenched together. He almost thought she was praying, but then he looked into her eyes and found them loaded with concern. Deep in thought, she looked up from her hands and at him. He slowly approached, digging his hands into his pockets. 
“What’s going on?” she asked. 
“I don’t know,” Borden answered honestly. “Something strange happened at the charity tonight. Emma…she’s been off since.”
“What exactly happened?”
“She was approached by a man and his daughter. A little girl. She wanted to meet Emma.”
“Well, Emma has a big presence in the schools.”
“I know.” Borden frowned, that feeling growing stronger. “That’s not what bothered me.” 
Darlene waited for him to continue, giving him time to prod his thoughts.
“Her reaction, Darlene, to the father…They knew each other. He’d been watching her for some time before he’d approached. When he finally spoke to her, he got close—too close. And Emma, normally she would have never tolerated that, but she looked…rattled.”
Darlene’s eyes looked distant now with thought. “That is strange indeed.”
“I can’t talk to her about it. She closes down.”
“That’s what you were fighting with her about?”
Borden stiffened a nod. “I didn’t want to fight. She wasn’t open to anything I said. I just ended up making it worse. Emma…she never acts like that.”
Darlene sighed slowly, nodding in understanding. “I know all about that, Borden. When she’s like this, you won’t get through to her. Not even love brings her back.”
“Darlene,” his voice hardened as he insisted, “she has never done this to me. And this man? We tried locating him, but he managed to escape my men with a little girl in tow.”
The red flags were soaring, but saying it all out loud sounded so juvenile. Borden sounded like a jealous idiot. So what if they did know each other? What if he was someone from her past that she wanted to bury and forget and now Borden was trying to dredge up something personal from the ashes that she didn’t want to revisit? That was a dog move, and yet…
It was the man’s fucking eyes. 
The way he looked at her. 
The way his body tightened, like he was holding back, but from what?
Borden just couldn’t look past it.
Darlene stood up and began folding away her blanket. She was buried in thought, that concern still heavy in her. Borden watched her carefully, wondering what she was thinking about. 
“It was someone from long ago,” she said now, turning to look at him with her hard eyes. For such an old woman, those eyes were steel. “Emma doesn’t want to be reminded of her childhood, Borden. You already know it was rough. Why do you want to know the details?”
“That’s not the problem, and you know it. If you saw the man look at her the way he did, you would worry. It was predatory. It was raw. There was hatred in him, Darlene. And he didn’t get close to smell her fucking perfume, either. He got close enough to say something to her. Something that left her scared shitless.”
Darlene hesitated, and Borden caught it. The flare in her eyes, like she considered who it might be. Borden edged closer, his heart quickening now because she might know who it was. 
“Tall,” he said quietly, “with blond hair and soulless green eyes. His face had a scar running through it. And he smiled at her, Darlene, in this twisted fucking way.”
Darlene was agitated, shaking her head quickly. “I don’t know, Borden. It could be anyone. She had a wide circle of misfits that she snuck out of the house to spend the nights with. Just give her time, alright? Let her come to you.”
At this, she walked off, her frail body moved with a hunch now. Borden turned, watching her carefully. Darlene’s agitation was present in all of her. He caught the tremors in her hands as she gripped the stairwell bannister and climbed up them one step at a time. 
These stubborn women…
They were going to be the death of him.
He grabbed his phone and redialled Hector. 
“Yeah?” Hector answered. 
“Look for him, Hector.” 
“Yeah,” Hector acknowledged. “I got you, man.”
“Find him.”
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Chapter Seventeen

Emma

Borden was still in the bedroom when I stepped out later. I hadn’t showered. Just left the water on as I tried to consider how much I would tell him. He was leaning back against the wall, arms crossed, his finger brushing along his plump, bottom lip. 
His eyes immediately found mine. He didn’t look me over. In fact, not a trickle of surprise escaped him that I was still in my dress. 
He knew I’d tried to deter him.
I felt utterly defeated.
“It’s not fair,” I whispered. 
“What isn’t?” he asked calmly.
“That you know everything about me. That you can take one look at me and just know when something’s wrong.”
He didn’t respond. He just watched me, and I knew what he was waiting for. He wanted me to talk. I wanted to talk, too, but I couldn’t seem to push the words out. 
Minutes trickled by. The room swallowed up the time, and the silence made my ears hurt because I needed to break it. 
“The man isn’t important,” I finally pushed out. 
Borden’s face tightened. “Who is he?”
“It doesn’t matter.” I shook my head. “This isn’t about him, Borden. I…I’ve been in a bad place lately.”
“What’s troubling you?” he asked, but his face hadn’t softened. He was triggered. His frustration about the man growing because I wasn’t going to talk about him.
“You already know.” 
“The nightmares.”
“I’m so sick of being tired.”
“What about the past are you running away from?”
“I was a garbage person.”
“Your grandmother loves you, Emma. She doesn’t think about what you were like. You were a kid.”
I barely heard my own words when I uttered, “It’s not about Granny, either.”
I felt his eyes on my back as I walked over to the dresser. I opened the drawer and removed a satin nightgown. I held it in my hands, looking down at it, but it was my past I saw. The dark shadows following me. The deep alleyways and sneakers splashing into puddles. The crash of a dumpster bin closing—
“Do you know him?” Borden questioned.
He was relentless. 
He was furious.
He wouldn’t let this go. 
“I knew him.”
“Who–Is–He?”
“A man from my past.”
“A man?” he repeated, tightly. 
“He was older than me.”
“You were a kid?”
“A teenager–”
“So, a kid.”
I sighed. “Yeah.”
“How old was he?”
“Only three years older. An older kid at the time.” He’d seemed so much older to me at the time. A figure I had put on a pedestal and orbited around. 
“What’s his name?”
“You think you’re going to find him?” I turned around now to face him. “Because you won’t.”
Borden studied me carefully. “Why won’t I find him?”
“Theo is smoke—”
“Theo,” he cut in, nodding, as though logging that information in.
“Stop doing that.”
“I’m not doing anything—”
“I’m trying to open up and you’re playing detective.”
“Because getting a fucking answer out of you is like pulling teeth, Doll.” 
“God forbid I want some time to myself!”
“But you don’t want time to yourself. You came out of that bathroom, in your dress, looking straight at me—”
“I want your comfort—”
“And I want you safe.” He moved to me now, stopping before me. I craned my head up, breath thinning because I felt so little in front of him. “That man is dangerous.”
I didn’t argue that, and his brows rose, like he didn’t expect that from me. He raked his teeth over his bottom lip. “What did he do to you?”
I trembled. “It’s what I did to him, Borden.”
“So what did you do?”
I shut my eyes. “He needed me, and I let him down.”
“Quit talking in riddles.”
I opened my eyes, heavy with tears. “Imagine Kate was still alive…”
He looked like I’d slapped him. He took a step back, shaking his head at me, saying nothing.
“Imagine if she came to you at a charity—”
“Emma—”
“That’s Theo to me. And like you would suspect with Kate, it’s the same with Theo. He loathes me.”
I stunned him. 
But it wasn’t for long. He recalibrated fast. I envied that about him. Borden could be falling apart and still carry on.
His eyes narrowed now as he studied me. He looked suddenly cold. I didn’t feel like his wife at that moment, but one of his enemies he interrogated. He sharply asked, “Did you fuck him?”
My eyes widened, but I had expected it. “Does it matter?”
“To me, it does.”
“It wasn’t sexual with Theo.”
But Borden looked warily at me. “Is that what he’s going to say when I find him and chain him to a fucking chair?”
I glared. “Don’t be crazy.”
“I’m Marcus fucking Borden, Doll. I am the definition of fucking crazy.”
“He’s a father.”
“And he took his daughter to an event to rattle you. He used her like a fucking prop. What does that say about him?”
I inched closer, seething, “It doesn’t matter, don’t go chasing after him, Borden.”
He spun around and began loosening his tie. “Too late.”
Panicked, I cut across the room, my strides loaded with frustration. I stood in front of him, forcing him to pause in his step.
“Don’t go chasing him,” I repeated. “He’ll know, Borden. He fucking knows everything.”
He grabbed me by the arm and pulled me closer. My heart jumped as his eyes bore into mine. His voice was dangerously low and lethal. “You married me, knowing full well what you were getting yourself into. Need I fucking remind you who I am?”
My voice felt tight. “Why can’t you just let this be?”
“My wife is trembling in my arms at just the mention of a fucking man.” He clenched his teeth, looking enraged. “I have never seen you more frightened than when you looked at him.”
He was right.
My teeth chattered, and I closed my eyes tightly, unsure of what to say. “He was just a boy I used to know. Can’t you treat it as such and leave it alone?”
He let go of me, striding to the bathroom. Right before he entered, he threw over his shoulder, “No, Doll, I can’t.”
Exasperated, I looked at the back of him, my voice filled with vitriol. “Damn you, Marcus.”
He paused, turning around as he stood in the doorway. We stared at each other for some time. His face was clear of emotion, but his eyes were heated. So good at concealing emotion, those blues were the only windows I had into peering into him. 
Whatever he saw staring back at him caused his face to ease slightly. His gaze flickered down my body. He clenched his jaw for a moment, then two, and then he let out a long, defeated sigh. “Don’t get out of that dress. In fact, I want you bent over our fucking bed, waiting for me. Got it?”
My pulse pounded, my anger morphing to desire. How easy it was to fall for his brutal touch. He didn’t wait for a response. He disappeared into the bathroom and I crawled into bed on my hands and knees, waiting for him. My core pulsed to have him while my brain raced to settle down from tonight’s events. 
In the end, my body won. 
Borden always won.
He wasn’t long.
Within minutes, Borden was showered. He relaxed at the sight of me in the position he demanded. He didn’t bother running the towel through his hair. He threw it down on the floor and came to me. His grip was strong, punishing, he was angry at my defiance, but also eased me by raining gentle kisses down the bare part of my spine. 
“I love that you fight me,” he admitted, though his voice was still hard. “I love that you stick to your guns. Your defiance is what drew me to you from the start. I loved that you didn’t fear me, but it makes me wonder…how could another man accomplish what I couldn’t?” 
He suddenly flipped me over, sending my held breath whooshing from my lungs. He looked down at me, going over every inch of my body. He swallowed, like all he cared for in this moment was to have his fill of me and fuck the rest. 
“I will punish this little body, but I know it won’t do us any good,” he murmured thoughtfully, allowing his hands to slide up my legs. He reached high up, making me tingle and jolt as he dug his fingers into my panties and slowly slid them down my legs. “I won’t demand answers tonight. But know this, alleycat.” He threw the panties down on the floor beside the bed and turned his hard eyes back to me. With certainty he whispered, “I will figure it out.”
Before he could give me a chance to respond, he buried his face between my legs and we forgot all about our troubles.
For a little while. 
◆◆◆
 
I opened my eyes to the sound of vibrations echoing in the room. Borden’s arm was tightly wound around me, his face buried in my hair. His grip was strong.
We’d been in this position for hours.
After we fucked, we’d said nothing. Just held each other. We were both angry, but it wasn’t worth turning on each other. In the end, love always won out.
“Borden?” I whispered. “Your phone, baby.”
His breaths weren’t deep. He was already awake. He squeezed at me again before pulling away. He sat up, grabbing for his dummy phone that was still ringing on the night table. 
“Yeah?” he answered gruffly. 
I relaxed on my back and shut my eyes, bringing the covers back over me. My hand reached out to him as he sat on the edge of the bed. I traced a circle along his spine, waiting for him to hurry up with the phone to cuddle with me.
Instead, he growled, “Don’t let the rats near my shit. I’m coming.”
My eyes snapped open at the sound of his voice. I sat up as he hung up, raking a hand through his hair. He stood up, moving straight to his dresser. He pulled on a plain tee and pants. 
“What’s going on?” I asked. 
“Fire at the port,” he said. 
“Oh, my god. What happened?”
Distracted, he explained, “We know nothing, Doll. Just that the police are crawling all over my shit, and the fire department just got there. A bunch of shipments are up in flames, and it sounds like a fucking circus over there right now.”
“Do you want me to come with you?”
“No, alleycat, you just look after your granny and Link. I’ll take care of this shit, alright?” He came to me, dropping down to swiftly take my lips into a soft kiss. “She’s moving slow, Em, and she keeps pretending she’s fine.”
“I didn’t know you were so concerned about her.”
Borden’s lips twitched. “Of course I am. Everything you love, I hold dear, too.”
My throat tightened as I kissed him again. “Please hurry back. Hopefully it’s not serious.”
“We’ll figure it out even if it is.”
With that, he grabbed the keys and hurried out of the room. 
The empty room started to bother me within minutes. The dark corners got to my head. It was the unwelcome feeling that I wasn’t alone. 
I couldn’t handle it.
I got up and slid into Lincoln’s bed, holding him to me. 
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Chapter Eighteen 

Emma

Past

Officer Young found me.
Again.
I got picked up just before I’d managed to get to our hide-out. Officer Young whistled at me, shining his torch at me after unsuccessfully hiding behind a dumpster. We were in a really shoddy part of town. Funny that Officer Young knew where to go looking for me, like he could track my desperation through his police senses. 
“Jesus, Emma, quit hiding,” he’d said. “Get in the damn car.”
I didn’t look back once as I strode out of that alleyway, the eyes of Theo and the rest clinging to me. Officer Young didn’t know how close he was to a hidden basement under an abandoned kebab shop. If he’d been patient, he’d have seen me sneaking down the steps, and if he wanted to poke his head around to grab me, he’d have seen a room full of derelicts like me—like Theo—squatting in our nest where we played, smoked joints, and, it seemed more frequently, fought for some little treasures we’d gathered along the way.
Those fights were getting a bit grizzly, but it was all in fun.
We called our hide-out Neverland, like Peter Pan because Theo loved the thought of being a Lost Boy. And, stars in my eyes, I liked the thought too except, “I’m a Lost Girl.” Theo had smirked at that, ruffling my dark hair. I liked when he did that. 
“You have to stop hanging around those hooligans,” Officer Young said to me on the ride back home. He made me sit in the back of the car for the effect of it. He wanted me to feel like a criminal. He thought it would spook me, but the only thing that terrified me about prison was being away from Theo and our Neverland. “They’re not good for you. You got a good grandma at home, Emma. She cares about you, don’t you know that? You ever think of the hurt you’re causing her?”
I shrugged, saying nothing. 
It wasn’t that I was heartless. Granny’s affections weren’t fake, but they weren’t welcome. I didn’t want her to touch me, or tell me she loved me. Those were things my mother did, and look what happened to her. It was so easy for adults to make promises and act like you were their world. But it was easier for them to also think about themselves and leave the world behind without thinking about what it would do to us. 
Granny was old, and she would leave the world probably soon. She shouldn’t have taken me in knowing she would only devastate me with her loss. I resented her for that. She could have easily put me in foster care, and that would have been better for her mental health. Now, I had to keep hearing how I would be the cause for her early death, and fuck that, but I never asked her to take me into her home in the first place. 
That dark cloud had consumed me when he took me back, delivering me to the damn home that smelled like jasmine and cookie dough. To my granny in her flower dress, her face loaded with pain and worry. Her brows were pulled together, and for once, she didn’t give me that wise up child look as I strode into the tiny house. The stupid porch light was on, too, and that just…ugh, that just felt like another punch in the chest. Every time I was gone, she put that damned light on. Like she was beckoning me back home with a beacon of light.
I heard her thank the officer. They spoke for some time. Officer Young mentioned Theo, murmuring, “Still trying to figure out where he’s from, but every time I get close, he vanishes again.” 
I hurried to my room, knowing she was going to follow me. She did. She shuffled down the hall, still quick on her feet, though she had a slight limp in one of her legs. I heard it in her walk, and I fought the stupid lump in my throat when I heard it. 
“Emma—”
I slammed the door shut on her face. She knocked, and I ignored her. I turned on my mp3 player (Theo won it for me in one of his fights) and put my headphones on. I fell into my messy bed, kicking my shoes off as I closed my eyes and rocked my head to the beat of a rock song I didn’t even like, but Theo liked it, and I felt closer to him listening to it.
When I cracked open my eyelids, Granny was in my room. She wasn’t having a go at me, though. She limped around with a laundry basket against her hip, gathering the dirty clothes I’d strewn on the floor. When I caught the bereft look on her face, filled with mourning and pain, I shut my eyes back and pretended she wasn’t there. 
“Emma,” I could hear her say. “Emma, I need to talk to you.”
I raised the volume louder.
“This can’t go on, my darling. It needs to stop. Don’t go back to those kids. Stay home with me, please. Let’s talk more. We can bake together. You love my sausage rolls.”
I hate them, I wanted to say. Stop baking them. I hate them. I hate them so much. Stop baking them because I hate them—
Her arms wrapped around me, and this time I tried to open my eyes. My vision was blurry from the tears I’d shed unknowingly. My emotions were bursting out of me. She had a tendency to do that. She pulled off my headphones, and the scent of her hit me strongly.
“Why do you keep trying?” I asked angrily. “Why won’t you just stop, Granny?”
“Because I love you,” she answered in her doting voice. “I will always love you.”
She held me, but I didn’t hug her back, determined to keep her out. I couldn’t give myself away to anyone. Couldn’t stand to be vulnerable. I hated the world, and I hated myself, and I hated anyone who tried to stand in my way to offer me help. Help was for the weak, and I wasn’t weak. 
I didn’t need anyone.
◆◆◆
 
“I’m not going to listen, Granny,” I said the next day when I was eating her delicious sausage rolls in the kitchen for lunch. I knew there was mud cake waiting for later, though I wouldn’t show my delight. “I like being with my friends. I won’t listen to you when you tell me to stop.”
Granny set another serving of pastries for me, and then she closed the tupperware, glancing at me wearily. She said nothing as she disappeared down the hallway. The second she was gone, I leaned over, opened the tupperware and snatched a few more sausage rolls. I wrapped them in a napkin and snuck them into my backpack on the empty stool next to me. I closed it just in time for her return.
“I know you won’t stop,” she finally said with an exhausted voice. “I know, Emma.”
She surprised me by coming to my side. She didn’t come too close, like she knew her boundaries. I tried not to look at her, but curiosity got the better of me. I twisted my head, watching her open a small, long box. At first, I thought it was a jewellery box. Was she seriously going to give me a bracelet? There was no way.
My breath went thin the second I peered inside. No, it wasn’t a bracelet. It was a knife. The kind that snaps shut. I looked up at her in surprise. She looked back solemnly, her dark eyes hard to read. 
“Take it out,” she demanded. When I slowly pulled it out, spinning the brown handled knife in my hands, she sighed. “I can’t stop you from doing what you want. 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.”
I played around with the knife all afternoon. I put it in my pocket, but it bulged in my tight jeans. I thought about hiding it in my bag, but I didn’t always carry it. I considered my bra, but I didn’t have a lot of womanly assets at 14 (nearly 15).  
If Theo didn’t come to me, I went to him.
We were so close. 
He was giving me looks lately. I was giving him looks, too.
He was sort of covered up in bruises because the fights were so fun, the boys loved to have them. I thought it made him look rugged, though I always nursed his wounds by cleaning them up. 
“You good at singing?” he wondered once.
“I sound like a strangled chicken when I sing,” I told him.
He laughed and it sounded foreign to my ears. “My ma used to sing to me.”
I pursed my lips. “What happened to her?”
“She’s dead. You know that already.”
“But what happened?”
“She got killed.”
He was being vague on purpose so I didn’t pressure him. “Was she good at singing?”
He smiled, softly. “She was.”
“I bet she wouldn’t like you fighting with the boys.”
“They don’t hurt me.”
“You hurt them,” I stressed. “You should ease it.”
He nodded. “I will.”
Like clockwork, I waited for Granny to be in bed at her usual 9pm time. I waited another hour for good measure, and then I slipped out of the house. I took a late night bus ride to the West side of New Raven.
To Neverland.
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Chapter Nineteen

Borden

“These petty attacks are getting out of control,” said Gerry. 
The attack at the harbour was more a nuisance than an actual threat. There was no attempt at seizing a ship loaded with Warlord products. All it brought down on Borden was heat. A lot of it. The bikers were in disarray at first. Borden had to talk Hawke down from coming to New Raven. 
“You come, and the pigs are going to love that,” he said on the phone. 
“It’s more a demonstration of strength,” Hawke replied. “If we don’t come down, bikes blazing, there’ll be more destruction.”
“Your shipments are intact,” Borden returned swiftly. “They’re not after you.”
“What are they after?”
“Chaos.”
What else was new? 
“It’s just another head I gotta cut off,” he said next.
But the second that head was cut off, another head popped up. This was getting out of hand. At first, the streets had been rife with gang violence. Gangs vs gangs. It was easier back then to tame. You just had to wait for one gang to annihilate another, and then Borden swept in, removing the last one standing. 
This time, however, it seemed the activity was directed at him. These guys were coming at him in full force from all directions, like a fucking army. It was impossible to figure out the direct culprit. One minute it was the “Immortals” and the next it was the “Sharktooth Rubies.” No word a fucking lie, the names of these gangs were almost as annoying as the fucking fires they were causing. He kept waiting for the Rainbow Rangers next, or something as equally sad they’d cook up in some google gang name generator.   
“Do you need help?” Hawke probed. 
Borden stared up at the smoke filled sky, at the flashing lights of police cars and firetrucks. They’d descended on his harbour like flies on shit.
“I gotta fight this one alone,” he said to Hawke. 
“I understand.”
Borden hung up soon after. Gerry lingered nearby, stationing the men around the harbour now as he gathered intel on the latest shitbrain responsible for the fire. 
“Cameras caught a black car, no licence plate, driving out of the parkway after the attack. Sounds like a bunch of thugs stirring the pot,” Gerry explained to him. “I think these were the Red Mambas.”
Red Mambas? Jesus fucking Christ.
Borden’s head pounded. “Any idea where they are?”
“Guys are scouring the streets now. Police already asked for a copy of the surveillance tapes.”
“Don’t give them shit. Torch the fucking tapes. Tell them it malfunctioned.”
“And when we find the guys responsible—”
“Kill them.”
Gerry blinked. “You don’t want us to round them up?”
Emma’s words echoed in Borden’s brain. They needed to fear him. “No. We’re going to make this as fucking apparent as possible. Let the Red Tacos see what we do to fuckers when they cross us.”
“Red Mambas,” Gerry corrected him.
“I don’t care what they call themselves, Gerry.”
Gerry’s shock was apparent. “What if we find them in residential areas—”
“Gun them down.” 
Borden had fucking had enough. 
Gerry swallowed. “Sure thing.”
When Gerry left him, Borden rested his arms on the rails overlooking the river. He peered out across the waters. The moonlight reflected on them, casting an eerie glow. Disarray was just behind him, but in this moment, he took a deep breath and let it out slowly. This river fucked him up. It never stopped fucking him up. Looking at it never dulled the pain of finding Kate, of losing Emma, of feeling the utter fucking despair and hollowness when he tried to survive after he lost Kate. 
He had been fucking brutal because he’d had nothing to lose.
He could watch men burn to death, shrieking for mercy without blinking. He’d been a scary motherfucker. A true monster.
Monsters never feared the dark.
He thought of the man that startled Emma. Of his cool smile but demonic stare. The greenest eyes Borden had ever seen, peering at his woman like he had every right to. Like she wasn’t Borden’s, but his.
Perhaps that was what pissed Borden off the most. 
“Theo,” he whispered, testing out the name. “Theo.”
It didn’t ring a bell. He’d never read that name in the reports he’d ordered Hawke to give him when he had first wanted to dig into Emma’s world. 
That bothered him.
Something about it didn’t sit right.
And suddenly he was thinking of all the strange goings on that was happening. His men being gunned down. That weird fuck in the room that turned himself in to take responsibility over the death of Jason because, in his words: “I’ll pay the price for my boys…for my sweet, lost boys…”
Sounded like fucked up cult-like shit to Borden. He never heard any such nonsense from the thugs he’d rounded up and killed. Nobody spoke like that before facing their death. 
Looking down at his phone, he messaged Hawke.
Perhaps you should come down after all. 
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Chapter Twenty

Emma

Nightmares. 
Paralyzed in a box.
Staring into darkness.
“You promised…” the darkness said.
“I tried,” I said back.
Green eyes glowed. 
I cried.
“BOO!”
◆◆◆
 
Borden didn’t show up for work. 
I was alone in the office, logging hours. I couldn’t focus. The past few days had gone by in a blur. I’d spent most of it with Lincoln and Granny. She’d been off, too.
“You okay?” she asked me the morning after the charity event.
I was wrecked. I’d downed two cups of coffee while Borden had gone to put out a fire (both figuratively and literally). 
“I don’t know,” I truthfully answered.
Granny stared at me carefully. “Borden tried to speak to me.” Of course he did. When I didn’t respond, she added, “I didn’t tell him anything.”
I looked away from Link. He was playing some castle game on the iPad, his bedhead funny any other day. He seemed so little and lonely. I suddenly wished I’d given him a sibling, but that never happened.
“We tried for another baby,” I found myself saying. 
Granny’s eyes bore into me. “When?”
“When Link was two. We tried for two whole years. Nothing ever happened.”
She let out a shaky breath. “Oh, Emma. Did you talk to a doctor about it?”
“We did.”
“And?”
“I guess there’s some sort of structural problem with my uterus.”
“I’m sorry, Emma.”
I shrugged, blinking fast. “Thanks for not telling Borden anything.”
Granny sighed, taking a moment to respond. “He’s going to find out, though. Won’t he?”
I looked away from Link and finally looked at her. “Yeah.”
She tapped her finger around the mug she held. “You can always just tell him what it was like back then.”
“He wouldn’t understand.”
She raised her brows. “He wouldn’t?”
I looked into my third cup of coffee. “He knows I was an alley rat, anyway.”
“He calls you alleycat.” She let out a soft chuckle. “He gets under my skin, but I can’t deny that I like the name, and the way he says it. Such passion.” She added solemnly, “He reminds me of him.”
I stilled. 
“Both crazy. Both utterly selfish.” She shook her head. “Was it a wonder that I detested Borden when I met him?” 
“No.”
“There are differences between them, surely.”
If she was looking for me to tell her what they were, she was wrong. “Are there?”  She seemed to understand. Especially when I added, “You should tell me what they are when you figure them out.”
She watched me for some time. I was too tired to hide behind a tough facade.
I thought of my nightmares.
I wondered if sleep would ever be a thing again.
Granny fidgeted, then whispered, “Was it him then?”
As if he could hear her, I saw movement in my peripheral vision. I turned to look at Hector as he roamed the house, though his steps seemingly slowed now. He was listening to everything. Granny followed my gaze and let out a soft huff. “I don’t know how you do it, Emma. I can hardly take another minute of it.”
I didn’t blame her. 
Now here I was, back at the office, and Hector was a bad smell, lingering inside the room with me. Never a reprieve.
“Gerry’s always waiting out in the corridor,” I said pointedly. 
Hector had taken a seat across the desk. He was chomping down on an apple. He didn’t look like he was doing much guarding of anything.
He looked up from his phone, meeting my gaze. “I ain’t Gerry.”
“You didn’t have to tell me that,” I returned with a fake sweetness in my tone. “But seriously, I can’t focus with you around.”
“Borden is more of a distraction from what I hear.”
My cheeks burned at the double meaning. “You’re not my husband.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Can you wait or stand guard or whatever it is that you do in the hallway?”
“No.”
I huffed. “Why the hell not?”
“Because we’re dealing with a man that can seemingly walk through walls.” He took another chomp of his apple. “I ain’t having that under my watch.”
I paused, thinking. “You’re expecting Theo to seek me out?”
“He already did it at the charity. Borden ain’t having a repeat of that.” Hector paused, thinking. “I followed him closely, zigzagging down those alleyways, and he just…”
I hesitated. “Have you found out how he does it?”
“Does what?”
I looked at him dryly. "Have you figured out how he disappears?”
“No.” He cocked his head to the side, curious. “Have you?”
I scoffed. “Theo will die with that secret.”
“What, he wouldn’t even tell you?”
“We weren’t that close,” I lied.
But Hector smiled, all teeth. “No wonder Borden wants to find this man. If his own wife can’t tell a lie with a straight face, I’d be shitting bricks too.”
I said nothing. 
Looking down, I was painfully aware he was studying me. 
“Everyone is allowed to lie, you know,” he added next, softly. “But sometimes lies are bad for our health. And that man? There’s something very unhealthy about him, sweets.”
I looked at him, and my face cracked. “Yeah.”
His expression relaxed. “Yeah.”
He finished off his apple, and this time his company wasn’t so cumbersome.
I finished plugging hours. I was so tired. I could have fallen asleep in my very chair, but then I’d just have more nightmares, more “boo” moments where I felt like someone was in the same room as me. 
You know who you think is in the same room as you.
I breathed deeply to fight the tremors down my spine. I glanced at Hector. I didn’t want to talk to the guy. Not really. But I couldn’t help but ask, “What is your order if Theo were to magically appear right now?”
“Apprehend him,” he answered swiftly, eyes still focused on his screen. His dummy phone was on the desk facedown. He didn’t even seem interested in the question or the randomness of it. Okay, so he was easy to talk to as well.
“He’s a tough guy.”
“Sweets, I used to be a biker. I’ve fought some shit in my day. After Hawke retook his position as Prez, the shit we had to fucking do…” He paused, looking away from the phone for a moment, his eyes glazed back. Then he seemingly shook it off. “Anyway, I’d apprehend him.”
“Then?”
He finally looked at me. “Then it’s up to Borden what happens to him.”
I tried not to think about what Borden might do. I’d already seen the crazed, possessive look in his face when he’d demanded information about him. The fact I didn’t offer much just fuelled his rage. I didn’t blame my husband, but talking about Theo—even acknowledging his existence after what went down—was traumatic. 
I quickly finished up work, determined to talk to my husband. To make sure we were okay. 
It was on the drive home when Hector’s dummy phone buzzed. Shit. With dread in my stomach, I watched him take the call. He nearly lost his footing on the brakes. He pulled over to the side of the street and listened intently, his hand clenching the steering wheel. 
“I’m on the way,” he said and then hung up with an angry, “Fuck!”
“What?” I asked, my anxiety through the roof. 
“Another shooting. One of our guys is in the hospital. Fuck.”
I shut my eyes. 
Fuck indeed.
When Hector pulled a U-turn and started driving in the opposite direction, I gave him a startled look. “Hector?”
“Just following orders, sweets,” he returned, pushing down on the gas pedal.
“Where are we going?”
“Safehouse.”
◆◆◆
 
The safehouse looked more like an underground shelter at one of Borden’s warehouses. It was decked out with everything we needed for a long stay. It wasn’t fancy, but it was functional, and it was so hidden, Borden trusted very few of its location. 
When we got there, Link and Granny were already there. Granny wasn’t fussing for once. She had a resigned sort of look about her as she scattered Link’s toys and boxes of puzzles in one of the rooms.
I couldn’t look her in the eye.
In a locked room was a small armoury full of guns and bulletproof vests. Borden was in there with Gerry. He heard us come in and popped his head out. He looked like fucking SWAT in his gear. His face was dark, the cold only lifting slightly at the sight of me. I felt the tension as I approached him slowly. This was bad. It had escalated so abruptly. 
“Doll.”
“You look like you’re about to go raiding,” I said, unable to hide the trembles in my voice.
“They shot up Paolo,” Borden returned, angrily. “Put him in the fucking hospital. They weren’t even worried about fucking with my man.”
“Who did it?”
“They’re all the fucking same now.”
My heart battered in my chest. “What happens now?”
“We just got word these fucks are trying to get a shipment of something in.”
“Through the port?”
“No, a truck.”
I blanched. “Can’t you leave that for the bikers?”
“If it was outside of New Raven, I would,” he returned. “But they’re on our turf.”
My face fell. “Back to turf wars, then.”
Borden’s jaw tensed. “Doll.”
I looked up and down the small space, dread building by the second. “We have to be here for this?”
And then I saw it. The tightness in his face. For a split second, he almost held back, but then he looked at me.
“The alarms on the property went off,” he said quietly, and then he hesitated, frowning like he didn’t want to tell me too much. “I can’t risk it.”
My head spun. 
The alarms went off?
“What set them off?” I whispered. 
“Baby, it could have been a freak accident…”
My eyes hardened on his.
We both knew it couldn’t have been an accident. 
“The security system hasn’t been updated in a while,” he whispered back, like he was trying to convince himself now. “Until we know for certain, I’m keeping you and our boy here.”
I didn’t get a chance to press for more because Borden was already marching out of the room with Gerry on his tail, holding bags of weapons. I couldn’t believe what was happening. How quick they assimilated, getting ready to wage war like it was just another day.
Hector came up from behind me and locked the steel door to the armoury. He activated the alarm for the room as I helplessly stood around. 
“Are you going?” I asked him, and I hated how vulnerable I felt. 
“And leave you alone in peace?” He smirked. “You’re stuck with me, sweets.”
I didn’t return the smile, too busy worrying for Borden. I was going to sick myself. I hurried down the tight corridor after him, feeling all kinds of fucked up. I stared at his muscled back and strong stride. “You don’t have to go out there, Borden. Let the men do it. Have the bikers come and help. Please—”
Borden spun around and silenced me with a harsh kiss to the mouth. His entire arm wrapped around me, tugging me into his vested chest. I sagged in his arms, my panic abating only a little. “You’ll be out of here in no time,” he promised.
“Please,” I argued, helplessly. “Don’t do this alone.”
“I’m not alone.” 
What if his men weren’t enough?
“Borden…”
“Emma…”
I brushed my lips against his one more time, and then he was gone. 
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Chapter Twenty-One 

Emma

Past

It was a college house party. People in their early twenties or late teens attended. Theo may have just been seventeen, but he fit in because he was so much bigger than kids his age.
I felt out of my comfort zone. We usually holed up in some secret spot he’d find us and chill. Theo assured us we’d still do that, but that he needed to meet with some guys first.
I wanted to believe that, but sometimes he detoured like this. But instead of a house party, he’d compete in a fight. I wondered if he secretly did it for the money. I didn’t know how he was getting by. 
The house party was in a crappy neighbourhood. The house itself was aged and little. There were people everywhere, though, mostly hanging around the backyard or in the small lounge room. Music played as groups of people played cards or downed shots. Laughter and crazy, obnoxious screams could be heard over the music.
Right before we’d even stepped in, a girl was vomiting in the garden beside the front door. I shot Theo a disgusted look, and he laughed, grabbing at my hand and pulling me along. 
“It’s gonna be quick, I promise,” he said. 
But it wasn’t very quick. He was in search of someone in particular. We went through the entire house, room to room. He didn’t tell me the name of the guy he was looking for, but I sensed when he found him. His entire body straightened, and his eyes lingered on a lanky looking man that was in the basement, sitting on a torn up couch. On the coffee table was a black velcro backpack and beside that was a stack of cash. A lit cigarette was in his mouth as he picked up the cash and began to count it.
Instead of approaching him, Theo took my hand and led me out of the basement and to the backyard. He found an empty patio chair and turned to me. “Sit here and wait for me, alright?”
My eyes bugged out of my head. “You’re going to leave me out here alone?”
Theo took my face into his hands, his green eyes peering into mine. He looked solemn. “I’m coming straight back. I just gotta talk to that guy. It’ll be real quick.”
I frowned, but I didn’t argue. I stiffened a nod and before I could even respond, he placed a meaningful kiss on my forehead. 
I felt it all the way to my toes. 
Stepping back, he hurried back into the house, and I fell into my squeaky patio chair, crossing my arms. I looked around the yard, studying the older faces as people crowded around in little groups, drinking and talking shit. 
Nobody looked at me.
I rolled my eyes at a group of college girls done up to the nines. They stood together, giggling as they peered around. I knew by the clothes they were in that they were wealthy girls that didn’t belong on this side of town. They kept staring at guys, clutching their necklaces and leaning into each other’s spaces to giggle some more.
A guy with shaggy hair passed out bottles of beer. Drunk out of his mind, he practically tripped over his feet as he clumsily handed me one. It almost fell into my lap. I caught it just barely, holding onto it because it was cold.
I brought the tip of it to my nose and sniffed, my nose wrinkling at the scent. My stomach churned. The smell of alcohol always reminded me of my parents. Of my father beating on my mother. 
Of the last night he'd beaten her.
I’d heard her crying from my tiny bed. They were the kind of cries you could feel at the bottom of your soul. They were cries soaked in a form of despair that ran so deep and broken, I’d remembered crying, too. 
Then the gunshots rang out.
Not one shot. Not even two. A series of them and then her wails turned to angry screams.
She had killed my dad and I had peed the bed.
Then she’d come to me, covered in his blood, and looked down at me, the gun still hot in her hand. 
I wasn’t afraid. 
I simply asked, “Is it over?”
Just thinking about that now, I wasn’t sure what I was referring to. Was what over? Her killing him? Or did it mean he was never going to hurt us ever again? 
She said, “No.”
Nothing else.
That was all she’d said to me. That was my final memory of her: staring down at me, answering me in that quivering, pained voice, “No.”
I threw the bottle down, disgusted. My eyes watered. I blinked and looked around some more. 
Where was Theo? 
One of the college girls walked past me. She smelled like fresh fruit. She had long blonde hair. She was tall and beautiful and didn’t belong here. I watched her walk slowly, uncertainly, toward a man in a patio chair, sitting alone. He had a broad frame, shirtless,  tattoos everywhere, and he was staring up at the sky. I couldn’t see his face from here, but judging by the looks the girls kept giving him, I figured he was one of those bad boy types they wanted to have a taste of. 
Well, that was Theo to me, and it wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.
I got up from my chair and went back inside, deciding I’d stand by the basement door for Theo.
I waited and waited. 
When he still didn’t come up, I slowly opened the basement door. I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop. I just wanted to hear his voice, so I knew he was still down there. 
I heard nothing but silence. 
Was he not down there?
I looked up and down the empty corridor. It was quiet. Everyone was outside, having a rowdy time, and no one was here. It was strange. Peering back down the wooden steps, I slowly descended one step. Then the next. I paused in the middle of the stairs when I could see directly into the room. The television was still on, but the sound was muted. The man that was behind the table was gone. The bag was gone and the money, so I assumed he’d left. I went down further, looking around the barely furnished room, searching for Theo. 
At the bottom, I walked toward the couch, my eyes catching on to the television for a moment. Sports highlights of a recent basketball match. I flicked my eyes away, my eyes trailing the ashtray where a bunch of cigarettes were squashed. One cigarette was still dangling over the ashtray, like it’d been rested there and forgotten, almost the entire body turned to ash. 
“Theo?” I whispered, my eyes catching on to a room that was opened midway and had the light on. I saw a bunch of boxes and random junk. I began to approach it—
My right shoe slipped on something wet and I nearly fell over. I steadied myself immediately, preventing the fall. My arms were outstretched as I balanced myself. I peered down instinctively, wondering what I slipped on. Probably beer. 
My heart stopped dead in its tracks. Blood drained from my face as I took a giant step back like I’d been jolted. My stomach churned, fear and anxiety slamming into me like never before. 
I turned around and ran. 
My footsteps were loud as hell on the stairs. A cry escaped my lungs as I slammed the basement door opened, my mouth open, on the verge of screaming—
I slammed into a hard chest. Hands immediately wrapped around my arms, steadying me. I looked up, panting, staring into Theo’s eyes.
“Where the hell have you been?” he hissed at me. “I’ve been looking all over for you!”
I took a moment before responding. On the verge of telling him that I’d stepped on a puddle of blood. Not just a little bit of blood. A whole bucket of it beneath my black shoes.
One look at my face, Theo’s mouth pressed into a hard line. 
Some chatter drifted loudly behind us, and he immediately wrapped an arm around my shoulder and steered me out of the house. I was still choking for breath, my heart slamming into my chest like a violent drum. My teeth chattered as I attempted to say, “Theo—”
“Come on, we’re getting out of here.”
He led me out of the house and down the porch. Then we were on the sidewalk, walking at a pace that was too fast for me. My head was swimming. I felt like I was going to vomit.
“Theo, I saw blood in the basement—”
“You shouldn’t have gone down there!”
“Theo…I think someone is hurt.”
“If someone’s hurt, that’s not our business, Emma. You don’t know the guys that were down there. They work for some bad people. They’re bad news.”
I just stared at him, my mouth parted open. “You went down there to talk to that guy—”
“I went down there because I wanted to buy more weed, Emma. Okay? That was all. And I bought some, and then I went looking for you.”
“Looking for me?” I nearly roared, trying to rip myself out of his hold. He didn’t let me. “Theo, you put me on a plastic chair in the yard! You left me for ages.”
“I got sent to another guy on the top floor because that douche only sold coke, and I ain’t going on that stuff. I wasn’t even down there. I literally just came back and bumped into you.”
My head spun. I tried to breathe. My mouth went dry from all the heavy mouth breathing I was trying to do. And then I saw the blood in my head. So much blood. 
I nearly collapsed. 
Theo was still holding me, so he caught me straight away. “I got you, Em.”
“Don’t take me to another party again!” I huffed out, face red. “That was fucked up!”
“Shh.” Theo looked over his shoulder and then tightened his hold on me. “Let’s go somewhere quiet.”
I nodded, still trying to calm down. “Our spot? Please, Theo. Please.”
He nodded back. “Our spot.”
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Chapter Twenty Two

Borden



“Please,” one of them cried.
The fucks had been rounded up in their nest after quick intel led Borden and his men here. They had scoped the entire apartment of a shitty building. It was just a drug nest. Piles of dope was sitting haphazardly around the place, some of it opened. These idiots took their own smack. 
“Took us hardly forty minutes just to get into this fucking place,” he grunted, staring over three of the guys who were shirtless, heads pressed against the floor, arms bound behind their backs. “You come to fuck with me, and you can’t even shoot straight?”
They begged.
Yes, they pleaded.
It was the same fucking story. 
Once upon a time, Borden might have let them go. Only to come back again, with more of them. It was like they bred or some shit. Then Kate got murdered and dumped in the river and then Borden realised that extending mercy was a weakness.
Never again.
They will never get close enough again.
“I’m serious though,” Borden went on, popping a nut into his mouth, chewing it for a moment as he glanced up at Gerry. “There were just three of them in here.”
“Only three,” Gerry confirmed. “The others scurried off.”
“We’ll find them.”
“Already on it.”
Borden returned his attention to them. “What sick fuck you guys looking up to that would have you armed and thinking you have some kind of chance?”
Gerry got bored easily. He whistled under his breath, walking in and out of the room now as Borden waited patiently for answers. 
“Are you guys the Dragon Ball Q?” he continued to ask. 
They snivelled their response. 
“What do you call yourselves?”
They trembled out some sort of name.
“Who came up with Red Mamba?” 
One of them peed. 
“I actually thought it was Mambo, at first,” Borden mused. “I thought, ‘Alright, I’m dealing with some dancers.’ I kept expecting one of you to breakdance between the gunshots. Waited for the ramba and the cha-cha-cha.” He nodded. “I might have kept you living on the cha-cha-cha.”
They cried they would do the cha-cha-cha.
Borden’s face darkened, his voice dropping to a cold whisper, “It’s too late for the cha-cha-cha.”
He ended them in three shots.
And then he went hunting.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

Emma

When Paolo got shot in broad daylight outside a coffee shop, he had been on his break. Within hours, Borden’s men descended the streets. It wasn’t a typical shooting. There wasn’t a firefight or a threat of him encroaching upon gang territory. Paolo literally got shot without his gun drawn, without even a chance to confront the threat. There were families around who could have easily been in the crossfire.  
It was a dirty way of fighting. Cowardice and cruel. A lockdown was in immediate effect and the people of New Raven were advised to stay indoors.
Borden closed down the club. We were in the safehouse for the first night. That was apparently the bloodiest. 
His reaction didn’t surprise me. Over the years, the second he scented danger in the air, I was whisked away to a random safehouse I’d never seen. Relocating repeatedly with Lincoln in tow. We braved it. Lincoln was so little, he barely knew what was going on.
I still never got used to it. 
My legs were jittery. I felt walking it off was the only way to get it to stop. Anxiety swirled inside of me. It didn’t take many steps to get from one side of the safehouse to the next. 
We had never been here before, but the drive wasn’t far. I surmised it must have been one of Borden’s warehouses because he had so many of them around. They were heavily armed on the outside. There was a passcode to enter the room. I’d heard Borden punch it in as I held Lincoln to me.
I didn’t get any sleep. 
When Borden returned in the dead of night, he was covered in blood and he looked thoroughly exhausted.
“Is it done?” I’d asked, standing at the threshold of Link’s little room.
“For now,” he’d said, but I didn’t believe him.
“Can we go back home?”
“House is fortified.”
What made it unfortified? All I knew was some alarms went off. Not even Hector would let me know. It seemed like Borden was back to keeping secrets. I didn’t like it. He noticed the look I gave him and just shook his head, saying simply, “Doll.”
That’s it.
Doll.
A warning. Or perhaps he was being kind. Maybe I didn’t want to know the details. 
Still. 
It was our home. 
All was how we left it when we returned to the house, except there was more security, and quiet whispers. I heard something about the cameras going screwy and nothing else. 
I had to work from home, and Link was directly in my care because Granny refused to be held up at the house.
“I want to be on my own, in my home,” she’d said, stubbornly on the phone to me. “None of that damned underground place, either.”
Borden fumed at that when I told him. “I don’t have all the men in the world to guard her, Doll. My hands are tied. Convince her to come.”
But Granny said no and that was the end of it. 
For two weeks, I watched the pandemonium unfold. Fights broke out, people got shot. Luckily, Paolo pulled through, and none of Borden’s men got injured.
But there were bodies.
A lot of them.
Plumes of smoke kissing the sky seemed to be an everyday occurrence in New Raven. Borden fought back with fury, burying the Red Mambas. Whispers on the street would later say he’d rained their ashes down on the territory they used to occupy, a “kind reminder” that they would not prevail.
It was shocking. The city hadn’t seen this sort of grizzly war since Borden took over the streets all those years ago. During his soulless eradication of the brothers that murdered Kate and all who had so much as spent time with them. It was a shitshow then, and it was a shitshow now, the only difference was these were faceless men. Borden wasn’t after a particular leader. Nobody stepped forward to brag about what he’d done. It was straight up foot soldiers. 
Unfortunately, whatever was left of the Red Mambas was absorbed by the Immortals, a group of tattooed ex-convicts who had raided gun nests from outside New Raven and knew how to use a gun.
When I saw Borden bury his head into his hands at the realisation that more of these attacks were coming, I felt like I was suffering with him. It didn’t feel like it was ever going to end.
The Immortals went underground, and for some time it was dead quiet.
But Borden wasn’t stupid.
“It’s only a matter of time,” he said idly, more to himself than anyone else.
Borden sought his solitude in these quiet moments. It was never a good sign. And when he emerged from that solitude, he took it out on my body, sometimes waking me up in the dead of night, still covered in sweat and grit as he fucked me until I was screaming into the sheets. 
My belly pressed down on the mattress, his giant body pressed against me, mercilessly fucking me with my legs spread, his hand clenched in my hair, his other gripping my breast for dear life. It was a dominant position. I was completely at his mercy, unable to move as he used me. As he pulled me apart inside and out. 
There wasn’t a part of me he hadn’t left his mark behind. 
“Louder,” he’d growl in my ear. “I want you to hurt like me, baby. I want your lungs to ache.”
And ache they did. 
The man was relentless. His kisses turned to nips which turned to bites. I was covered in his torment. In hickeys and bite marks. In bruises and scratches. 
And then he’d flip me around. Until I was riding him and fucking him and losing my damned mind. Lost in the throes of passion, in my delirious need to dominate him back, I covered him too. In bite marks and slaps. His cock stretched me in this angle, driving deeply into me, he barely fit. That piercing wrecked me. It made me tremble and cry. The pain and the pleasure—I started to really understand this man and his addictiveness to it. 
We were one and the same.
Borden had ruined me all over again.
“My alleycat,” he’d whisper into the silent night as he held me afterwards, his chest heaving, his hair damp. “My wife.”
◆◆◆
 
Borden was gone so often, I was stuck with Hector, and fuck, he could get so annoying. He ate from our fridge, left food crumbs everywhere, even slept on the couch during the night when his shift ended. I didn’t mind him anymore. I didn’t mind any of the men lately, and that had been a tough barrier to knock down.
But I needed them.
I needed Hector’s familiar face. 
Because sometimes, when Borden was gone, I’d wake up in the night, petrified that someone was in the room with me. The presence would be so full, and I’d lay there, staring into the corner of the room, waiting for a voice to go, “Boo.” Then I’d step out and find the men there, and my worries eased. 
Dressed and ready for the office, I looked down at Hector’s sleeping form. Roger, another guard I had freshly started to familiarise myself with, stood next to me, wincing at the sight of Hector. 
“I can take you to work,” Roger offered. 
Roger was middle-aged, married for over a decade with three kids at home. I would have way more in common with this guard than with Hector. But Roger just worked the night shift patrolling the grounds, and it didn’t seem right to make him drive me to work.
Plus, Hector’s company was more comforting. I didn’t want to explore those reasons. I just got used to him. 
I shook his leg. “Hector, it’s time to get up. I’m going to be late.”
Hector’s eyes cracked open. It was the slowest wake up of all time. He rubbed his eyes, ran a hand through his black hair, which was growing a bit too long in my opinion. He sat up, yawning and stretching, and the leather jacket he wore whined as its fabric stretched too. Dude was huge. Might have been as big as Hawke and Borden now, though I didn’t know when he had the time to lift.
“Where we goin’?” he asked, groggily.
“Work,” I said.
“You’re allowed out?”
He delivered that line like I was a grounded child. 
“Yes,” I huffed, resting my hands on my hips.
Hector looked at Roger. “Borden’s orders?”
Roger nodded. “He’s moved a bunch of us around. Owls has full staff patrolling the grounds now.”
Hector stood up. “Just gonna take a piss first, and then I’ll get the car started.”
Ew. I made a face of disgust as I sidestepped him. He disappeared into the bathroom. Roger’s eyes crinkled from the smile he was shooting me. “I offered,” he said.
Granny arrived to look after Link. “Just a few more months until Kindergarten,” I assured her. 
She batted those words away. “Looking after Lincoln is like having a third chance at life.”
“What was your second?”
She smiled. “You.”
I hugged her. “He loves you.”
“He is a special boy, Emma.” Then she hobbled up the staircase and my heart tightened at the look of her ageing body. This woman just kept going. I had a feeling Link was the reason.
Hector had a tall mug of coffee when he slid into the car. He looked hungover. For a moment, I thought he was.
“What?” he asked, noticing my stare.
“Did you drink last night?”
He chuckled dryly. “If I drank, you’d know about it.”
I recalled the stories of Hector back when he was the club president. Apparently all the man did was drink and fuck. As if knowing I was thinking that, he scoffed. “I ain’t like that no more, alright?” 
I raised my hands. “I didn’t say anything.”
“Your look said it all.”
“I was thinking along those lines. All the things I used to hear—”
“I don’t like talking about it.” His lips pressed down into a hard line. “I was in a bad place, sweets.”
“What changed that?”
“I hit rock bottom.”
I stewed on that for a moment. “How does someone know when they’ve hit rock bottom?”
He pounded at his chest as he drove down the streets, heading into the city. “You don’t feel like you could hurt anymore.”
That was very touching. 
Hector had a knack for saying some seriously moving stuff. To fill up the space, I turned on the radio and flicked through the stations. When he headbanged to an atrocious metal song, I let out a giggle and changed the station. 
“Not fair,” he murmured, amused. 
I almost threw on some silly pop song to piss him up, but I wasn’t that heartless. I turned the knob, searching for the right mood. Something that would sync well with our caffeine deprived minds. My fingers froze when that fucking song hit me. 
“...Somewhere over the rainbow…blue birds fly…”
It was a punch to the gut. 
I turned the radio off completely and stared out the window. Too late, though, the song was in my head and it wasn’t going anywhere. 
“You okay?” Hector asked, catching my mood.
“Just hate that fucking song,” I answered, seething. 
“Really? I think it’s the most beautiful song in the world. That Israel guy was somethin’.”
I didn’t respond, but my breathing was faster. 
"Boo."
I shook my head like I was shaking off the memories. I thought of the dark. Of my bedroom. Of feeling like he was there. 
“The cameras are fine, right?” I asked, randomly.
“Definitely,” he answered, attentive to me now.
I nodded. Good. I was just being paranoid.
But not really.
At the back of my mind I was very aware of the fact he was back. In the same city. He had sought me out at the charity, but then he had gone quiet.
I bit at my bottom lip, deep in thought. Light rain fell. I watched a raindrop slide down my window. Then I said, “You mind if we took a detour?”
“Where to?”
“Just…somewhere I used to go when I was younger.”
He went quiet, thinking about it. “The guys are at the club, Em.”
“I know.”
He thought some more. Then, “Where exactly?”
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Chapter Twenty-Three

Emma

I walked down the familiar alleyway to Never Land. Hector was practically breathing down my neck the entire time. 
“You used to come here as a kid?” he asked, awed and a little disturbed.
“Sure did,” I said, kicking aside a bag of rotten food. A rat scurried across the black coated ground, causing even Hector to jolt. “Didn’t think you were scared of a little rat, Hector.”
“That fucking thing was bigger than a dog.”
“Uh-huh.”
“You know enough of ‘em can attack and eat a whole human being. Right?”
“What horror movie was this?”
“Not a horror movie. It happened to those London toshers in the 1850s. Fuckers would go down in the sewers—”
“Ew—”
“—and try to find all sorts of scrap they could sell off.”
“I’m glad we’re not in 1800’s London, Hector.”
“You laugh.”
“I’m not.”
“Until it happens to you.”
I suppressed a laugh as I came upon the same set of steps to the basement we used to creep down on late nights over the weekend. There was no trash on the steps here, and even more surprising was the door was made of steel and not rotted through wood. I tried the knob, but it didn’t turn, and I felt my shoulders drop in disappointment.
“What were you expecting?” Hector asked from behind me. “That it would be exactly like you remembered? Times change, Emma.”
“Not people,” I argued. “People stay the same.”
“Do they?”
I looked back to glimpse at his face. He had his brows up, waiting for my response before adding, “Because as far as I know, Hawke changed, Borden changed, even you changed judging by the fact you used to hang around alleyways in the dark.”
I pointedly said, “Some people stay the same.”
“How can you tell?” 
“Because you just can.” 
Hector just stared at me, all humour absent now. “What are we doing here, Em?”
The rain came down harder, trailing lines down his face. I considered telling him the honest truth. About what we did here. What went on beyond this door. What I saw the last time I was in there.
Instead, I walked up the steps. “Doesn’t matter.”
“Emma?”
“I might cut the day short, and when I get home, you can take the day off, tosher boy.”
Hector trailed behind me, his hand capturing my arm. I stopped to look up at him. “Emma, whatever you’re going through, you can tell me. I’ve seen shit, too.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I simply said.
I saw the fight leave his eyes as he stiffened a nod and let me go.
I had just made it out of the alleyway when I heard the large bang of a door slam shut. It came from the entrance of the building, which was a surprise. I thought the place was abandoned. It was a plain red-bricked building, and it looked like it needed a massive facelift. There were no cars parked around. No hint of a presence.
“What is this place?” I wondered aloud as Hector stopped beside me. He followed my gaze to the black entrance door. 
“Let’s find out,” he said, climbing up the steps.
My eyes widened. “Hector, it might be full of squatters.”
“You think Warlord territory hasn’t seen a squatter or ten?” He looked at me as he grabbed at the door and swung it open. “And relax, would you? You’re in the presence of greatness.”
He waited for me to smile, but I just rolled my eyes instead. He chuckled under his breath as he stepped in. “You coming?”
Without waiting for a response, he let the door go and I rushed to it, grabbing it before it closed. 
The corridor was dark as we entered. I glanced behind me as the door shut, the glass blacked out. No light came in, and we were shrouded in darkness now. A bad feeling came over me. 
It’s just the darkness, I reminded myself. Not a big deal. I was with Hector, anyway.
I grabbed my phone and turned on the flashlight mode. The corridor was empty. The place was clean, too. There was no garbage or peculiar smells of decay. Nothing to signal the place was dilapidated. I flashed the light down the hall, but it was just darkness that lay in front of us. 
Darkness and…wet footprints.
“You’re armed, right?” I whispered. 
Hector lifted his shirt, showing me the gun in his waistband. “Maybe not enough.”
“I got a knife, too.”
I felt his stare. “I feel really protected right now, Emma.”
Ignoring him, I began to take a step. His hand shot out to grab mine, squeezing it hard, prompting me to look at him. “Why do I have a feeling you know what’s down that hall?”
My heart skipped a beat. “I don’t.”
“But you’re hoping so.”
I paused, staring at him intently now as I solemnly said, “I don’t want to be right, Hector.”
He held my gaze for a beat longer before dropping my hand. I liked that about him. If it were Gerry, he’d have marched me the hell out of here. Hector would only be doing this if he wanted me to feel free and not like some burden pushed upon Borden’s men.
I walked down the wide corridor, my heart pinching in my chest when a distant sound caught my ear. It sounded like a shout. An angry shout. Hector’s hand found me again. He gripped my arm. I expected him to hold me back, but he simply held on, like he needed to have hold of me in case something happened. It both irritated and warmed me.
Finally, my flashlight shone on a set of double doors. We stopped in front of them. I looked down at the handle, second guessing myself now. More noises sounded beyond the door. Other shouts. And then bangs of some sort. I kept my gaze on the handle, the sound triggering memories from before. Of dark rooms and screaming boys. 
“I got it,” Hector said, though I felt like he wasn’t talking about opening the door. Compassion bled into his tone. He had my back, he was saying. No matter what.
I didn’t respond as I blinked away the memories. He gripped the door and twisted it open. 
Light immediately filtered out, blinding me for a second. I quickly tucked away my phone as Hector steered me into a massive room. He stopped us a few steps in, and we took a few moments, taking in the scene. 
There were at least a couple dozen people in here. Shouts erupted from all around the room, and they were certainly angry, but they weren’t the kind of angry I expected. 
Wide-eyed, I watched a man swing a fist into a punching bag in one corner. Another was kicking at another one. Someone else was punching his fists against a man’s hand pads.
“Holy shit,” Hector said, whistling under his breath as he turned his head at something. I followed his line of sight.
There was a boxing ring in the centre of the massive room. Two fighters were inside the ring, their taped hands swinging fists at each other. They didn’t have any head cover. They were in loose shorts and shirtless. Both were jacked, circling one another.
“Don’t be a pussy about it!” one of them yelled.
I froze at his voice. 
A chill travelled down my spine as my eyes locked onto the tall, blond fighter as he suddenly came at the other man. He swung his fist, landing it across the man’s face. A bunch of other fighters were crowded around the ring, watching closely. They watched in fascination, never once cheering as the fight unravelled in less than a minute. The dark haired fighter raised his arms, blocking the blond’s onslaught, but it wasn’t enough. He went for the ribs, and I tensed at the crack that echoed through the room. Even Hector’s grip tightened around my arm, his body tensing from the violence. 
The blond man didn’t stop. He swung his fist relentlessly, until more cracks sounded into the air. The opponent shrieked angrily, his voice laced with pain as he staggered. He didn’t drop, though. 
“Good!” The blond screamed at him. “That’s what I’m talking about, Mav! We don’t give up, do we? DO WE?”
The men around him suddenly came alive, shouting, “NO!”
“We give up when the opponent casts the final fucking swing!”
“YES!”
And he did just that. He swung his fist one more time, the movement fast, abrupt, knocking into the man’s head in such an earth-shattering way. The man fell face first, not even twitching as he landed at the blond’s feet. 
The winner stared down at him, his massive chest heaving up and down for breath as he looked across the room.
Right at me. 
My presence didn’t surprise him. In fact, he smiled broadly, glancing briefly at one of the men nearby. “Get him on ice.” 
“Yes, sir.”
Then he began to move, climbing out of the ring. My heart lurched. Nausea swirled inside me as I turned to Hector. “Time to go,” I said sternly. “Now.”
Hector looked at me and then at him. His eyes narrowed. “Come then.”
We began to move, heading straight back to the doors. I needed to get out. Away. Now.
“Emma,” he called from behind us. 
My shoulders tensed. Panic zipped down my spine. To my shock, Hector paused, forcing me to stop too. I looked up at him. “No,” I growled at him. “No, Hector.”
Hector had already turned around. “Hell of a fight.”
Don’t talk to him.
Don’t engage.
That’s how he sucks you in!
I heard his footsteps approach us, and I wanted to shrivel in on myself. He stopped, and the scent of his sweat and musk hit us. 
“Sometimes the only way to learn is to lose,” he said.
“I think the dude’s dead,” Hector replied. “I don’t even think you followed the fucking safety procedures. I’ve been to boxing clubs before, man. The fuck was that?”
He sounded amused. “We’re sort of underground. You’d know what that’s like, right? Being a biker.”
Hector was way too chill for this. I glanced up at Hector, keeping my eyes pinned anywhere but him. 
“I ain’t a biker no more,” Hector returned, edgily. “Haven’t been for a while, either.”
“Is that so?” 
“You can’t say shit like that, you know. You gotta respect the fuckin’ code.”
He chuckled smoothly. “If you left, what code do I gotta follow? I’m not a biker. Never was one.”
“It doesn't matter. You keep that shit to yourself.” 
I was impressed by Hector’s commands. I eyed him, feeling a wave of respect toward him. Pride, too, that he was by my side talking back to Theo. 
“Or what?” Theo prodded, completely at ease. “You gonna send Borden’s men after me? Or your brother’s men? Or maybe both.”
I shouldn’t have been shocked by his brazenness. This was Theo, after all, and some people never changed. Still. I whipped my head around to look at him and stilled. His eyes were already on mine. Like he’d been talking to Hector but staring at me the whole time. 
He smiled coolly when our eyes met. “Hey, Emma.”
My eyes ran the length of him quickly, taking in the scars and burn marks. Unlike the rest of the people in the room, he didn’t have a single tattoo inked on his skin. It was odd considering he had such a rebellious nature.
I waved a hand around the room. “What is this?”
His stare was steady. “Don’t you already know?”
“I see nothing’s changed.”
“Not from my end.” His eyes ran the length of me too, and a flash of disgust followed. “Can’t say the same for you.”
His words hurt in an unusual way. I didn’t let him see it. The smile I gave him was sour. “Yes, some of us evolve, Theo.”
“Is that what you did? Evolve.” He chuckled, but it sounded empty. He took a step closer, but he got immediately cut off when Hector wrapped an arm around me, pulling me close to his side. Theo turned his gaze to Hector and held it for a few seconds. My heart rate climbed. Flashes of the past flitted through me, reminding me that Theo was capable of scary things. He was abrupt, and he could be mean. He always thought one step ahead, calculating his next move with precision. 
He looked back at me and then smiled casually. “What brought you back here?” 
“Memories,” I simply said.
He raised his brows. “Fond memories?”
“Memories I revisit before I put them to rest.”
That smile vanished. His eyes darkened. “You came looking for me.”
“No.”
His expression was loaded with arrogance. “Oh, but you did.”
“No, Theo, though I suppose I know where to find you in the unlikely event I do come looking for you.”
Theo shook his head. “You know that’s not how this works.”
Hector’s eyes felt heavy on me. I sensed his confusion as his fingers dug into my skin. I wished he wasn’t present so I could say some things to Theo. Things that I didn’t want Hector to hear. 
“Why did you come see me at the charity event?” I asked, sticking to safer topics. 
“I couldn’t pass that up. You’re quite hard to get a hold of.”
My eyes narrowed. “Bullshit.”
He looked at Hector now, and his face seemed to convey what I felt. He wanted Hector gone. He raked his teeth over his bottom lip, looking back at me. “Can we talk somewhere quiet?”
“No,” Hector cut in. “This is all the quiet you’ll get.”
“You like living like this?” Theo questioned me, brows coming together. “You can’t even catch up with an old friend without it getting back to your boyfriend?”
“My husband,” I icily corrected him. “He’s my husband.”
“So I hear.”
“I have a son with him, Theo.”
“Does he keep that boy all caged up, too?”
“Watch yourself,” Hector sharply said. 
Theo’s face tightened. “Fucking weak, Emma. I expected better than this.”
I caught on to the way the others in the room were coming closer. Dozens of men, shirtless, flexing their muscles, fisting their hands. Hector’s grip tightened. He was watching out, too.
I returned my gaze to Theo. “I did, too.”
Theo’s face split. I almost saw the boy in him staring back at me. Almost. He buried it away, glaring at Hector for a long moment before looking back at me. “If I wanted to see you, I’d have ogres like him around?”
“You don’t need to see me,” I retorted.
“But we have so much to catch up on, don’t we?” His eyes glowed with mischief. “No one else would understand like you, sweet Emma.” And then in a loud proclamation, he said, “For he who shall fall from this point on shall die a cruel death!” He grinned at my glare. “Find me there, at the bottom. Or maybe at the top?”
I said nothing to that, though I understood perfectly what he was saying. 
I felt my gut twist. 
“Thanks for the visit.” Now he turned his gaze to Hector, coldly adding, “This is the part where you get the fuck out of my face. Oh, but do tell Borden to watch his back.” 
Hector’s face hardened. “What the fuck did you just say?”
Theo grinned. “Been hearing whispers, Hector dear. Of spiders building webs around some warehouse locations. Specifically the ones with red tin roofs. I think they might go ‘kaboom.’ But you didn’t hear it from me.”
Hector puffed out his chest, angrily retorting, “How the fuck would you know that?”
Theo glanced at me, flashing a look of mock disappointment. “You really didn’t tell ‘em much about me, did you?”
With that, Theo twisted away and returned back to the ring, screaming for a body to thrash so he could warm himself up.
Hector tugged me out, his footsteps thunderous. 



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Twenty Four

Emma

Past

Our spot was at a forgotten bastion on the harbour. It was an old fort from the 1800s that was moved here as a tourist attraction. They built a balcony at the top and made it a lookout for visitors. It was in good condition, well taken care of, and part of the historic society, but nobody cared for it. People walked past the bricked tower and didn’t pay it any mind. There was a staircase that was closed off that took you to the top of the bastion and to its lookout. Theo climbed the fence and then lock picked the closed gate so I could enter. The lookout was a direct view of the New Raven river. Sometimes we’d spend the night there, watching the boats come and go. We didn’t talk. Theo and I weren’t talkers, but he’d hold my hand, a promise and a reminder that he was there. 
He did that now. Held my hand as I rested my arms on the ledge and peered out at the water. I had calmed down from the puddle of blood I’d stepped into, but I was still on edge. Theo let go only once to place our backpacks against the brick wall. 
Then he was back at my side. 
We watched the water sway, glittering like diamonds under the moonlight.
He said suddenly, ““For he who shall fall from this point on shall die a cruel death! Find me there, at the bottom. Or maybe at the top?”
I shot him a bizarre expression. “What are you talking about?”
He shrugged on a chuckle. “I imagine that’s how they talked back then. A knight, all grandiose and important, atop the bastion tower.”
“That doesn’t make sense. Who would fall from this high up?”
“Someone that wants to kill himself because has nothing left to live for.”
I mulled on that as I looked directly below us. “But you said ‘find me there at the bottom, or maybe at the top.’ What does that mean?”
“Either you find me dead at the bottom, or you stop me from jumping off at the top.” 
I didn’t respond for a while, feeling his stare on me. 
He hadn’t been talking about some old knight. He was talking about himself. 
“I would find you at the top,” I whispered.
“I’m beginning to believe that,” he whispered back.
I couldn’t look at him now. Too vulnerable, my emotions were still burnt out from the house party and from the long walk over. But his stare was thawing me. His words, loaded with quiet melancholy, pierced me. 
“What's your family like?” I found myself asking. Theo was such a mystery. I couldn’t get to the bottom of him sometimes. Like taking me to that party. He’d never done that before. I began to wonder who he was, and if there were parts of himself that he had hidden from me.
“No family,” he returned. “I have no one.”
“No one at all?” 
“No one,” he repeated, patiently. 
“How’d you get away with that?”
“I’m seventeen. Not really a kid in people’s eyes. New Raven’s not really big on checking in with the poor kids, are they? Or transient kids. That works for me.”
I shrugged. “No, they're not big on checking in, but Granny sends the police after me all the time.”
“Because your granny is unstoppable. She tries really hard with you, can’t you see that?”
I shrugged. “Until she won’t. She’ll stop. Everyone gives up in the end.”
He took my hand and squeezed. “Not me.”
I turned away from the river and looked up at him. It was beyond dark, but I could make out his eyes looking back at me. “As my friend?”
I caught the half smirk on his lips. “What else do you want me to be?”
I shrugged, my default response as I turned away from his penetrating stare. “Nothing.”
“Is it nothing because you think I’ll say no?”
I thought about that, settling with, “Maybe.”
Now it was his turn not to respond. His elbow touched mine as he relaxed his arms on the ledge now too. “You can just ask me outright.”
“I don’t care to know.”
“You don’t?”
“You brought it up.”
“I guess.”
“Not that I would even want anything anyway.” I scoffed, holding on tight to what little ego I had.
He chuckled. “You don’t have any feelings for me, Emma?”
“Ew.”
I felt him come closer. My heart sped. Not in that horrifying way it did at the party. This one was more of a heart in your throat feeling. My cheeks burned as I felt his fingers along my hair. He tucked a few strands behind my ears. 
“Wanna sit down?” he asked.
It was a harmless question, but it didn’t sound that way with Theo. I jerked my head in a nod, but I didn’t turn straightaway. He did. He moved to the wall where our backpacks were and slid down it. I felt his stare on me. He didn’t prod. 
I watched the lights of another boat approach the marina. I waited for it to completely disappear before I finally turned and joined Theo on the hard, stone floor of the look out. It was hotter up here. My skin glistened with sweat and nerves as I crossed my arms and drummed my fingers along my arm. When I chanced a look at him, he was staring back at me, his mouth curving into a soft smile. 
“You ever been kissed, Emma?” he asked.
“Yeah,” I retorted, a little too defensively.
“Really?”
“I’m not a baby. I’ll be fifteen in a matter of weeks.”
Amused, he asked, “Then you know what to do, right?”
I swallowed, bravely looking back at him as I nodded. He shuffled impossibly close to me. I watched every movement carefully, almost distrustfully, as he dropped his head and brushed his lips along mine. My skin tingled. I shut my eyes at the soft brush of his lips. His hand touched the side of my face, angling me up to kiss my mouth firmly. I parted my lips for him, gripping his shirt tightly as I returned the kiss.
I’d wanted this for some time.
Theo made me feel good. His warmth and his soft mouth brought out good feelings in me. Feelings I’d never explored.  
I wasn’t sure how long it was before I was on my back and he was over me, kissing me with an urgency I didn’t expect. Nor did I know, in that moment, how badly I wanted the touch of a boy until he woke my soul up with the brush of his tongue and the soft groan that left his mouth.
His hands were everywhere. Grabbing at my small curves, brushing away my hair with tenderness I didn’t expect. He kissed along my throat, and I wanted to cry from the emotions that burst inside me. 
Adoration. 
Care. 
All things that were foreign to me. A tear nearly fell from my eye as I turned my head to the side, breathing through the feelings. Closing my eyes to savour the feeling, my hands grabbed at him. At his muscled arms, squeezing, at his hair, pulling. He kissed down my throat and then along my jaw. I opened my eyes, my vision blurry and my heart heavy. 
I liked this. 
I liked it so much. 
I wanted more. 
More, more, more.
“Theo,” I whispered, brokenly. “Don’t leave me, okay? Promise?”
“I promise,” he whispered, shakily. “I won’t leave you.”
I smiled as his breaths blew along the pulse of my neck. My vision cleared. I felt joy in my heart. I saw the stars in the sky, gulped in a breath of air. My gaze skimmed along the stone wall, falling on the backpacks. Theo kissed my cheek, then the corner of my mouth—
“You didn’t have a backpack,” I murmured just then, thoughtfully. 
“What?”
“You didn’t have a backpack when you picked me up.”
He paused to look at our bags. “I did.”
Then he turned my head back to his and kissed me again. My stomach fluttered, but not with the butterflies of before. I thought of the backpacks. Of my grey bag, all butchered with its threads out in all places. Then I thought of his. Black and familiar looking. I’d seen it before—
I pulled away again to look at it. My hand shot out to touch it. Theo paused now, watching me as I dragged the bag closer to me. It was heavy. What could he have possibly packed? He never carried anything except a knife. 
Unease settled inside me. 
I lightly pushed at his chest, but he didn’t budge.
“Emma,” he started. “Don’t.”
I managed to turn on my side, my hand groping at the bag, running along the velcro material. I unzipped one of the pockets. My breath caught in my throat as a handful of money fell out. Now I was really pushing away at Theo, and he still wasn’t budging.
“Theo,” I hissed. “Get the hell off me.”
“Emma, just kiss me, alright? Forget about that—”
“That man had this backpack, Theo!” I said, hysterically. “The man in the basement had this fucking backpack.”
I pushed at him again, this time slapping at his shoulder and face because he wouldn’t budge. He reluctantly slid off me, cursing. I sat up immediately, my attention fully trapped on the backpack as I opened all the compartments. My vision went spotty again. The same way it did when I saw all that blood. 
“What did you do?” I cried out as bags full of white powder spilled out. Drugs and more money and when my hand wrapped around something cold, I pulled it out and then jumped away like I’d been shocked. It tumbled from my hand, landing on the bags with a thud. 
A fucking gun.
Now Theo was moving, grabbing at the bag, ripping it away from me indelicately. He gathered the drugs, the money and the gun and shoved them all back in. His movements were brisk and irritated. “Why can’t you just let it be, Emma?” he snapped at me. “Why do you have to go snooping? We had a good thing going just now. We were happy!”
“What have you done?” I hollered.
“Keep your voice down!”
“Theo, I stepped in blood.” Pressure rose in my chest. “Oh, my God, did you do that? Did you hurt that guy—”
“I did nothing,” he viciously replied, looking at me now with a thunderous expression. I’d never seen him so angry. “I just saw an opportunity and I took it, alright? That’s all.” His face tightened as he stared at me, catching the step I took away from me. “You don’t believe me.”
My stomach ached. Fear coiled inside of me as I stared at him, but I wasn’t really looking at him anymore. I was thinking of all the blood I’d stepped in. I continued to inch away from him, trembling like a leaf. 
“I didn’t hurt anyone,” he said. “I didn’t, Emma. Why are you looking at me like that? You look like THEM!” He shrieked now, livid. “You’re like them, aren’t you? I fucking knew it. You don’t fucking believe me!”
I continued to say nothing. He punched the wall with his bare fist and then he stood up, lugging the backpack over his shoulder. “I fucking hate you, Emma,” he growled, his voice breaking. “I fucking hate you for being like them.”
Then he took off, leaving me completely alone.
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Chapter Twenty-Five 

Emma

The traffic was bad. Hector sat behind the wheel, drumming his fingers along the steering wheel. He was tense and agitated. He hadn’t said a word since we’d left. He wouldn’t even look at me.
I looked out the window from next to him, staring blankly at the sidewalks and the sky. 
Cutting the silence short, I asked, “You’re going to tell Borden, aren’t you?”
His voice was all bite. “Yeah.” 
“It’s not something I can talk you out of?”
“You honestly want me to fucking lie to your husband? Is that something you fucking do, Emma?”
I would normally feel enraged at that sort of question, but I was calm. “It’s not that.”
“Then what is it?”
“Borden will go mad.”
“Do you fucking blame him? You went straight to that weird fuck. You put yourself in danger.”
“You didn’t stop me from going in.”
“I expected a room full of fucking junkies.”
“He’ll blame you for it.”
Hector let out a cold laugh. “He’d be right to. I didn’t think…” He shook his head, lost for words for a moment. “I didn’t think I’d ever believe you’d be hanging around someone like that.”
Now I looked at him, curiously. “Thought I was a clean flower my whole life, Hector?”
He shrugged, nonchalantly. “I heard about your story. About your ma and shit. I knew you came up hard, but you had a fucking granny. Heard she gave Borden a hard time, and I’ve been around her, so I fucking know she’s tough as shit. I can’t see a version of reality in which she’d fucking let you out the door with the likes of that guy.” 
“What sort of guy do you think he is?”
“Fucking poison.”
“He’s more like tar,” I corrected him. “Once you get him on you, he’s impossible to wash off.”
Hector’s eyes drifted to mine. He took a moment before asking, “How’d you wash him off then?”
“With time. But there are parts still…parts he’s still attached to.”
“I get that,” he muttered under his breath, looking back out at the streets. 
“I know.”
Hector had serious baggage. I sensed his brokenness even when he was a manwhore. Even when he pretended to be cocky and misogynistic. We didn’t vibe back then—I’d made sure of that, only because I knew if I let Hector in, we’d vibe more than my own fucking husband. And lately, I was letting him get close, and it didn’t frighten me, though it reminded me of Graeme and that made me sad.
Graeme was killed because of me. 
Because I made bad choices.
Like the bad choice I made when I went to Neverland. 
“I shouldn’t have gone there,” I said, on the verge of tears. “You could have…I was being stupid. I’m sorry, Hector.”
Hector ruffled my hair just then like I was a kid. “I made the final call. I wanted you to feel like you could do these things, and you should be able to. But it’s not that kind of world, is it?”
“No.”
“But you have Borden, and you have me. If it can be done, I’ll try my best to make it happen.”
I continued to fight back tears. I wasn’t used to this. Making friends. My life had been a series of bad friendships after bad friendships, and after Blythe lured me to my almost-death, I had thrown the towel in.
Hector was different. He was a protector. I felt it back there in that room. He held me tight. I looked at him again, feeling my heart crack at the constant melancholy in his eyes.
“Thanks, Hector,” I said.
“For what?” he asked, dubiously. 
“For being there.”
Hector looked back for a moment, considering my words. “That’s my job, sweets.” 
I smiled sadly. “You’re not fooling me.”
Hector looked away, swallowing for a moment. He drove again, taking his time now, weaving through the busy streets. 
“Still gotta tell him,” he mumbled. 
I sighed. “I know.”
◆◆◆
 
The rain didn’t let up. Link and I couldn’t go for our usual walk around the gardens in our ridiculously huge property. I sent Granny home when I decided to cut the day short after running into Theo.
I was in the bedroom with Link. We were playing with his firetrucks and police cars. The latter’s irony was not lost on me, given my lawless lifestyle. 
We were putting out a fire on a playhouse. It was a fitting game to play since I was sure I’d be putting out a fucking fire at home when Hector told Borden everything. Or maybe he already had at this point. Hector was kicking around the property, for some reason still glued to my side after our run in with Theo. I was suddenly glad it wasn’t Gerry at my side. Gerry was painfully stoic. He’d have run straight back to Borden. Actually, he wouldn’t have even allowed a detour to begin with. 
“Koala Dan’s house burned down now, Mommy, they couldn’t save it!” Link exclaimed, rounding up the toy family of koala kids on the floor. 
I nodded, putting on my serious voice. “You think they can rebuild a house?”
He pondered that, his lips bunching to the side. “That takes time.”
“It does.”
“Where would they go first?”
“Maybe they have a family they can turn to.”
Link looked at all his toys. “No other koalas, Mum. I think they’re alone.”
I tapped my chin. “There might be others like them.”
He looked at me, his dark eyes piercing mine with curiosity. “Other kids with houses burned down?”
“Well, maybe their houses weren’t burned down, but other things could have happened to them, and now they’re on their own, too. Maybe they’re lost like Koala Dan.” I picked up the tiny Koala and stared down at it, smiling faintly. “He’s a Lost Boy. Where’s his sister?”
Link handed me the koala figure in a pink tutu. “Yeah, I think she’s a Lost Girl. I think we might have other toys in here too that are lost.”
“Why do you call them lost?” he asked. 
I heard the floor creak behind us. Borden’s footsteps were faint. I didn’t have to look over my shoulder to know he was either there or nearing. He filled the space up without having to look. Immediately, I felt my spine stiffen.
Continuing along, I kept my voice playful as I explained, “Because they haven’t found themselves. They’re sort of scared, right? I mean, Koala Dan and Koala Jan lost their home. They don’t know where to go. They feel sad and alone. They don’t know what their next step should be.”
Lincoln just stared blankly at me. Meanwhile, the figure behind us shifted. Borden’s voice cut through the air. “Emma.” 
Just saying my name put me on edge. I couldn’t decipher his mood. He was not his cheery self, but he wasn’t outright furious either. I slowly put down the koalas. “I’ll be right back. I want the fire to be put out. Maybe build a hiding place for the koalas to sneak into?”
Link nodded excitedly and grabbed for his building blocks. I stood up and turned to look at Borden. He’d just come back from whatever the fuck he’d been up to today. In just a heavy black sweater, the arm sleeves rolled up, his powerful, tatted forearms on display. His hair was messy, like he’d run his fingers through it. His eyes were tired, his plump lips pressed together in an unimpressed line. He looked away from me the second I peered at him, and then ambled down the hallway to the bedroom.
So much seemed to be happening in this bedroom of ours. Happy things. Bad things. I was unsure of what to expect as I stepped into the room. The bed was still unmade. My clothes, both dirty and clean, were hanging off the dresser or on the floor. Yeah, I was behind on all these simple chores that suddenly felt more daunting than usual.  
“Shut the door, Doll,” he told me, calmly. 
Shit.
I shut it, but stayed close to the door, watching him as he ran a hand over his jaw. His blue eyes flashed to mine, and he stared long and hard. I looked back, determined not to let my nerves show. 
“You want to tell me what happened.” It wasn’t spoken in a question. He just said it and stared at me, waiting.
I shrugged. “I’m sure Hector told you everything.”
His face didn’t break. He continued to just stare at me. Cold. Assessing. I fidgeted, unused to this behaviour. I still didn’t budge though. He wouldn’t intimidate me into submission. I wasn’t that kind of girl. 
“You ask me to leave him be, and I did,” he finally spoke, his voice dangerously low. “And what do you do next? You go to a basement in a squatter type building and find this man you claim is your past right there in front of you.”
“I didn’t know he would be there.”
“But you went looking.”
I crossed my arms. “You didn’t leave him be, Borden. I know you. You retreat and then you dig hard.”
“Don’t make this about me right now. You went to a spot he turned out to be in. Explain.”
“Seeing him, having you push for answers, made me think of that spot. It was a trip down memory lane.”
“I don’t recall you ever talking about making trips to shitty basements in no-hope places like that.”
“I told you I had a rough childhood, Borden. I said I was out all the time. That’s what I did. Found shitty places to burrow into. Places I could escape from the world.”
“With him.”
“With him and others.”
“Lost kids.”
My cheeks warmed. He’d been listening in closely on my playtime with Link. How had he made that connection, though? It couldn’t have been that obvious.
“I want to know about that,” he added quietly. “About these lost kids.”
“It was just something we called ourselves.”
He didn’t respond, but his eyes bore into mine. I ran my hands over my arms, feeling chilled to the bone by this man’s intensity. 
“These lost kids,” he mused now, “they answer to Theo.”
Again, not a question. 
I answered carefully, “They did.”
"What was their philosophy?"
"What?"
"What was their code?"
I went quiet for a moment. "They believed being lost set them free. Never follow the rules. Live lawlessly and stick together as one."
“Where are they now?”
“We scattered apart.”
“When did you scatter?”
I hesitated, frowning. “When I knew it wouldn’t last.”
What did this have anything to do with seeing Theo today? I kept waiting for him to interrogate me about him, but I should have known to expect the unexpected from Borden. He didn’t express his disdain that I’d seen Theo. Didn’t ask me how I felt or what was said. He simply locked eyes with me, held that gaze for so long, I could no longer keep track of time. 
“Is that all?” I finally asked, breaking the silence.
He looked away, impossible to read. “For now.”
Then he slowly eased out of the room, softly humming under his breath. 
Never a good sign. 
“Get ready for dinner,” he called out. “I’ll pick you up.”
“Where are we going?”
I didn’t get a response.
Within the hour, he was gone again. After playing more with Link, I served lunch and then I stood there, locking eyes with Hector as he kicked around the house. He paused in the kitchen doorway, crossing his arms as he leaned against the wall. 
“You think he’s going to pay him a visit?” I asked him, my heart beating unsteadily. 
Hawke nodded. “He already did.”
Fuck. 
Did Theo clear out in time?
As if reading my mind, Hector added, “They were already gone.”
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Chapter Twenty Six

Borden

They went after his warehouses next. 
Hector had passed along that green-eyed fuck’s cryptic warning. About his warehouses going ‘kaboom.’ Borden scrambled on short notice, stationing his men at the several warehouses with the description provided. He paid a pretty penny for some police cars to do a drive around, too, as it was just along the borders of New Raven and out of their way. Packed with Borden’s goods he held for contacts, laundered money, and other seriously illegal shit.
Within hours, they reported a heavy presence around his “red roof warehouses.” Two of them went up in flames, while Borden managed to fend off the others. 
Fucker hadn’t been wrong, and now Borden knew that shit was getting out of hand. 
He’d stewed on it too long and made some obvious connections. Theo was head of this Lost Boys pact that was practically invisible in the city. Getting any information on them was impossible when their presence was overshadowed by the other syndicates.
Every now and then, however, he would be relayed sightings of Theo. Pictures surfaced. The man standing on the street, or ducking into a small grocery store. They never got close enough to capture him. He evaded them every time, like a fucking ghost.
“Boo,” he heard Emma whisper in her nightmares. 
Boo.
What was his alleycat dreaming of when she was stuck inside that coffin?
And though things were fucked, there needed to be normalcy. Just because he was losing his city inch by fucking inch didn’t mean he had to stop stepping up his game. His wife had sought out this fucker from her past—though she refused to admit it—and it was causing all kinds of misery for Borden.
Who was this man? 
He had asked himself that question way too often. And every time he did, it just led him to thinking of that fuck he pulled apart in the dungeon, and then…
And then what that green-eyed fucker left behind in that abandoned dwelling they raided shortly after Emma and Hector left. 
It was a white card. 
With writing on it. 
“When he is united, divide him.…” 
That was all it fucking said.
A warning.
A threat.
He didn't know entirely.
But he didn’t want to think about that now.
Or the fact this man—this fucking Theo—was more than just a boy from Emma’s past. He was more dangerous than he had ever realised. 
Borden was determined to get to the bottom of Theo. 
He just needed Hawke.
◆◆◆
 
He took Emma to the Bistro Bay restaurant in the New Raven Square. She was dressed to kill in a black dress that showed off her tits. He almost wanted to park on the side of the road and have her sit in his lap. The thought of her biting at his mouth as she rode him made him painfully hard. 
They found a seat at the top floor of the restaurant. Emma kept shooting him a dry look. She even asked him, “Was it this table you watched me dine with Doctor Death?”
Borden smirked. “How am I supposed to appear all knowing if you figure out all my secrets?”
Emma quirked a brow. “Secrets.”
And that was all she said.
Borden’s eyes dimmed. “They keep you safe.”
“But that doesn’t work both ways, does it?”
He wasn’t bothered by her question. He was more bothered by the distance she gave off. “Not knowing about him wouldn’t have kept me safe.”
She watched him for a few moments. “You didn’t even ask about him.”
Borden shrugged. “He’s boring.”
“Borden.”
“I know everything I need to know about him. For now.” 
A waiter came around. They ordered. Emma was wary around Borden, her guard up, but she couldn’t hide the excitement that she would be having a seafood plate. Borden smirked, leaning back in his chair as he spun his zippo around. 
She looked down at the first floor, a soft smile spreading. It was like she had it all figured out. Questions she’d harboured now answered. “Cheeky jerk,” she eventually whispered. “You went through all that just to hire me.”
There was a question in there somewhere. When Borden raised his brows, she said, “Why?”
“I told you why.” He looked her over. “I wanted you then, I want you now.”
She fidgeted nervously. “I guess…”
“Tell me.”
“You know a little more about me now. It doesn’t change how you feel?”
His hand paused around the zippo. “I only wish I’d known it sooner, Emma.”
Her face cracked. “It was messy, Borden.”
Tell me more, Emma.  Open yourself. “I don’t care.”
“You might not have wanted me if you knew.”
“Why the hell not?”
“I was nothing like Kate.” Now she quickly corrected herself, wincing. “I only mean that you had lost her and…I would have thought you’d be looking for someone that was similar.”
“I wasn’t looking for anything,” he solemnly replied. “You came blazing into my life, don’t you remember?”
“I remember I found another alleyway that fucked with my life again.” 
She said it as a joke, but Borden stilled, absorbing that information. Either she was referring to the incident he rescued her from, or it was to do with Theo. He watched her closely as her cheeks warmed. He was unravelling her and she knew it.
Fuck, he wanted her to give him this last piece of her. 
“I took heroin,” he finally said, breaking through the tension. “I was a functioning addict. I could have easily been homeless, pushing a cart down the sidewalk during the day, collecting cans to take to the recycling tip for some coin. Don’t act like you were any worse than me, Emma. The only difference between you and me is that I put all that to rest.”
“How?” she asked, genuinely curious. 
“You kill it.”
She stared at him long and hard. “Kill that part of your past?”
“Yeah.” 
“I tried, and it worked, and then…and then I got buried alive.”
He gripped the zippo so hard, he felt the pain in his hand now. “I know, alleycat.” 
The waiter arrived and served their orders. Borden stared at his ribs, his stomach churning. He wasn’t hungry. Emma stared at her plate, too, and then her eyes met his. They misted over. “Can you do something for me?” 
“Anything.”
“Tell me you’ll love me forever.”
If she only fucking knew. “Emma, I will love you for all eternity.”
She incinerated him. 
He was hardly the man everyone feared in her presence, because he was a man in fear of losing her. He always felt like she might slip through his fingers, and it didn’t have to mean death. 
Emma’s eyes shined brighter at his words. She smiled at him and then, as though the tension was broken completely, she dug into her food. 
Borden watched her, and then he looked around, making sure his men were making rounds. He eyed the tables nearby. Looked over every face. He scanned the bottom floor next, his senses always heightened when he was out in public.
Then he looked back at Emma. She was filling up fast, and his eyes were drunk off the sight of her. He eyed her mouth, plump and pink. He spun the zippo again, this time slowly, his eyes feasting on her. 
He wanted to sit her atop this table and spread her legs wide open. He wanted to feast on her perfect pussy. That was all he was hungry for.
“I thought of your office request,” he said just then. 
Her surprised eyes met his. “Did you?”
“That’s what I just said.”
She rolled her eyes. “And?”
“I’m thinking of dimensions. How big you would want it to be. Whether you would have windows to look out of. I think…” he paused, considering. “I think I have the best one in mind, in fact.”
She was already suspicious of him. “Do you?”
“It’s exactly how I would picture you in an office should you ever get one.”
“It’s not that empty janitor’s closet next to the washroom?”
He narrowed his eyes. “Close, but not quite.”
She held back a smile. “Such a gentleman.”
“Indeed.”
“Thinking about me and this imaginary office—”
“Would you like to see what I had in mind?”
“Of course—”
He stood up, and she looked up with wide eyes. “Let’s go.”
“What, now?” She looked down at her plate. “I’m still eating.”
“I’ll have it wrapped up and ready to go.”
He extended his hand out for her to take. Still suspicious, she took his hand and he pulled her up to her feet. He brought her close, his hands running down her spine, grabbing at a chunk of her meaty ass. She sucked in a surprised breath and peered around at the old, pearl clutchers that pretended they weren’t watching. 
Then he moved, taking her down the staircase to the bottom floor. They zigzagged past diners, moving from room to room. She could hardly keep up.
“Come now, Emma, this is what you wanted, right?” he asked her.
“Where are we going, Borden?”
He didn’t respond. He glared at the staff as they nearly crashed into him, nearly prostrating themselves like he were some fucking monarch. 
Finally, he found what he was looking for. The main office. He had thought long about this. Had the room vacated, wiped down, the whole fucking shebang. His fantasy would come to fruition, and Emma would blow it out of the water. Taking her into the office, he slammed the door shut. 
She spun around, taking it in. The office was large. The desk was made of rich, dark wood, completely free of clutter. There was a small meeting area in the corner, and a large sofa. All the black leather furnishings meshed with the calming blue walls. The wall art displayed cliffs battering against the ocean. It was a fitting photo—a perfect rendition of how his heart felt for his alleycat. There was a fridge and a coffee machine. It was the professional space she envisioned. 
She looked at him. “This is what my office would look like?”
“You can have this one,” he returned. “It’s got your shit poison you can drink. A fridge you can stuff with all that hipster food you’ve been eating lately.”
She crossed her arms, looking suddenly overwhelmed. “You’re not joking?”
“Why would I be joking?”
“Because you’re you.”
“You would be away from me, too. No distractions.”
She rubbed the back of her neck now, looking quietly at him before murmuring, “I like your distractions.”
He eyed her intently. “Is that right?”
“I wasn’t…I wasn’t actually serious, Borden. What the fuck?”
He twisted around now and went to the door. He flipped the lock. “No, I know that. I just wanted to remind you there are consequences to your sassy mouth.”
When he looked back at her, she was flushed. “You lured me…”
He shrugged out of his suit jacket, looking her over. “Take that silly fucking dress off, Emma.”
Her voice came out small. “Why?”
“You know why.”
She looked at the door behind him, like she was plotting her escape. She was so full of shit. She cast a glare at him now and unzipped the black dress from the zipper on the side. Within moments, the dress fell to the floor. 
His cock hardened immediately. 
His eyes bulged, and he had to take a moment. 
She was in the most ridiculously tiny lingerie. Her barely there red thong matched with her red push up bra. It had all that silly frilly shit hugging her body that made her curves look tasty. She had a decorative belly chain that went over her naval and reminded him of an exotic belly dancer. 
He pointed at her, accusingly. “You knew. You fucking knew.”
Her cheeks reddened and a seductive smile spread across her lips. “Like I said, you’re you, Borden.”
“Get down on your knees, Emma.”
She dropped down in an instant. He eyed her cleavage. Her tits all perky and soft. Fuck him, she had played him. He would not be able to fuck for long without cumming so hard inside that tight heat.
“Crawl to me,” he demanded. 
She looked almost eager to. His eyes wandered her body, at the way her hips rocked back and forth. His eyelids felt heavy. She stopped in front of him, reaching for his zip.
“No,” he retorted, removing his tie now. He wrapped it around her eyes before she could protest, making sure the knot was tight. “I don’t want to be looking into your eyes while I fuck you.”
“You sound distraught, Borden,” she said, amused.
He gripped her cheeks, squeezing gently but maybe a little painfully. “You were waiting for a good hard fuck.”
She grinned. “I was.”
He choked down a laugh, too fucking horny to get his thoughts straight. And now she was blindfolded, and her body was his for the taking. All of it. In this quiet little room, steps away from bustling workers and relaxed diners. He knelt down in front, gripping his cock through his pants as he pressed his lips against the crazed pulse in her neck. Her lips were parted, but she’d held her breath.
“Silly little hell-cat. After I rip that thong off you and pocket them, I’ll be coming so hard inside your tight pussy. Where will all that cum go when you limp out of here?” He bit at her bottom lip gently. “Straight down your legs, and this dress is awfully short.”
She reddened impossibly, the amusement long gone. Partly aroused, partly horrified. It was the perfect combination.
“Either you’ll lick it all up, or you’ll let everyone see. I’ll leave that for you to decide.”
Borden slowly pulled down her bra cups, releasing her beautiful tits. He squeezed one and then the other. They were full, her nipples hard. He flicked a tongue along one of them and she let out a throaty moan. 
He pulled back now and stood back up. Grabbing at her ponytail, he messed up her silly fucking updo, making sure it fell and framed her heart shaped face. Then he grabbed a chunk of her hair and steered her across the room. She crawled obediently, saying nothing, her breaths the only sound in the room. It was so fucking hot.
Midway through the crawl, he wrapped an arm around her waist and picked her up. He carefully set her down on the sofa so her head was hanging off one arm and her ass was high in the air, angled toward him.
Then he strode around the room a few times, his cock bursting with the need to fuck her. She didn’t move. Didn’t say a word. She knew the fucking drill. He rubbed at his face, trying his damned hardest to control himself. He looked at her sexy body, and he almost wanted to drop to his fucking knees and pray to it. 
All mine.
Such feverish thoughts ripped through him. He trembled from the sheer possessiveness he felt. Her pleasure was all his. His pleasure was all hers. He wanted to touch himself, but that would only rob himself of her touch on him. 
Oh, he loved this sweet torture. 
He went to her and, like opening a treasure, he carefully slid her red thong down her legs, leaving them bunched around her knees. He had wanted to be rough, but now that he was touching her, he worshipped every inch of her skin, running his hands over her. 
“I revere you, Emma,” he whispered. He felt her tense beneath him, his words affecting her. He knelt down and buried his face between her legs, tasting her wet pussy. She let out a breathy moan, and his fingers dug into her ass cheeks as he devoured her. 
“Borden,” she gasped. 
He didn’t even leave her hanging. He let her orgasm rip through her body, and she trembled like a little earthquake around him.
This was supposed to take a while.
But he was too pent up. She was the only thing in his entire life he could not fight against. She tempted him with every look, every breath, every touch, and he…he could not fight against it. Like that fucking picture, she was a wave crashing into him, and he…he was the helpless fucking cliff, absorbing the shockwaves.
And like that wave, every time she slammed into him, she chipped away at his hardness. She took more of his soul, even when he had offered it whole to her. She dug deeper, finding the roots, pulling them out with such feverish need, he felt powerless and stricken. 
So when he pulled down his pants and fucked her, he did not do it the way he anticipated.
He did it slowly. 
Feeling her walls clench him, the soft sounds flooding the air around him. Her moans and his name spilled from her mouth like sweet ecstasy.
“My name, Emma,” he groaned raggedly. 
“Marcus.”
His cock twitched, and he slammed into her now, the need spreading through him like a heated blanket. “Again.”
“Marcus.”
And she said it so passionately. He could feel his facade slip. The mask he wore for the world to see was gone, and it was just him—Marcus—and her—his Emma—enjoying each other in this little space, in a shitty city, in a shitty world that made no sense. 
Pulling out of her, he took a seat on the sofa and moved her over top of him. He kept the blindfold on because he was worried what she might see. He wasn’t ready for that. She sat on his lap, taking in his cock with such ease, she was made for him. She bounced on his cock and he hugged her, her bare tits pressed against his suited shirt. He watched her face contort and her lips spread. He watched her face closely, every visible feature transforming before his eyes as she came hard on him. She tightened so impossibly, she milked his cock, and he came into her with his face buried in her neck, his teeth grazing her throat. 
As if sensing his moment of vulnerability, she didn’t remove the blindfold straightaway. She collapsed into him, resting her head against his chest as he delicately stroked her back.
“Borden,” she breathed raggedly, catching her breath.
“Emma.”
“Your cock…”
“Your pussy…”
“We sort of click, don’t we?”
He hugged her tighter. “We do.”
◆◆◆
 
“Hawke’s coming around tomorrow,” he murmured after she had slid back into her dress. “In case you want to stop by the club for a quick word.”
“Only tomorrow?”
“In and out.”
“Business?”
He simply nodded.
“I’d love to see him. Hector and I are going to Shaunie’s in the morning.”
Borden frowned. “That’s long overdue, isn’t it?”
She shrugged, sympathetically. “Not gonna rush a grieving wife.” 
Borden’s jaw tightened. “We took care of the fuck that killed Jason.”
She sighed, giving him that fucking look of nothing. “I know, but that’s not going to make it better.”
He understood that. 
Still.
“Don’t let her hassle you.”
Shaunie had a big mouth on her. Jason had to put a lot of effort into quieting her down in the months leading to his death.
And once again, his death only made him think of that “lost boy” in the dungeon they took care of.
“There’s nothing we don’t know, Borden.” 
“You want me to come with you?” Borden asked next.
“I got Hector,” she reminded him.
Borden watched her closely. “Since when did that ever matter?”
“Hector is fun.”
“I’m not?”
“You’ll just fuck me in the car, and we can’t have that.” She went up to her tiptoes and landed a hard kiss against his mouth. “Plus, I like that you’re missing me for once and it’s not the other way around.”
He nodded slowly as she fixed her hair. “I haven’t left, have I?”
She paused. “I noticed.” 
Taking her hand into his, he kissed it and led her out. She was a mess, so he took some turns down corridors and found the back exit out of the restaurant. She gave him a cheeky smile, her thoughts loud and clear. “Thought you wanted everyone to know—”
“Not tonight,” he cut in. “Tonight, you’re all mine.”
When he took her home, all he wanted to do was hold his queen. 
So he did.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven 

Emma

Past

Police sirens echoed in the distance. The sound of heavy footfalls followed. It took hours for the streets to die down from the heavy activity. I was stuck in a bad area. One of the worst streets in New Raven. With my back against the wall of the bastion, I held my backpack to my chest tightly, foolishly waiting for Theo to come back. 
But he left. 
They all leave.
Nobody stays.
It was anger and heartbreak that eventually forced me out of the lookout  and down the steps. I clutched my switchblade tightly in my hand as the gate creakily opened. I stepped out onto the sidewalk and looked both ways. It seemed like the violence had drifted away. Like vampires, the rough and the homeless disappeared before the sun came out. Driven away by the light, comforted only by the darkness and its secrets. 
I booked it without second guessing myself. I moved fast on foot, cutting through alleyways, thinking of how Theo moved with such stealth. I could barely move like him. I accidentally kicked rocks, stepped into puddles, my shoes crunching on fallen leaves and random street debris. 
I didn’t stop. 
I thought of the sanctuary of home and the smells that Granny brought to my world. The sausage rolls and the floral laundry detergent. The random bouquet of daisies on the kitchen counter, and the coconut smelling hand moisturiser she dotted on her palms and cheeks. I’d wake up to the smell of tea and freshly baked sugar biscuits. Then she’d leave for work. This old lady was still working in some grimy cafe for the extra cash under the table. My heart clenched. 
I was a shitty granddaughter.
Like mother, like daughter.
Instead of tears, anger ripped through me. I was unlikeable. A snoop, like Theo said. I could have enjoyed his touch, instead I sabotaged the moment. I could have lived in ignorance, even for a little while. I could have basked in the feeling of joy, even for a minute. Even if it was wrong. 
My legs ached as I continued moving. The sound of a bottle rolled along the pavement behind me. I looked over my shoulder, catching sight of a figure striding behind me. He was half a block away. I zigzagged, running now, clutching that knife tightly. My heart pounded as I jumped over puddles and stared up at the sky, waiting for the light to break through.
The sun wouldn’t offer me protection. Not in the way I hoped. The streets were so quiet, the shoddy storefronts either empty or abandoned. If people were waking up, they weren’t leaving their beds. 
The footsteps gained on me. I held my switchblade out, ready to attack when arms came around mine. The stench of alcohol and cigarettes invaded me. 
And rot. 
He smelled so strongly of body odour, it immediately nauseated me. I couldn’t even swing the knife as the figure dragged me down an alleyway, his other hand tightly wrapped around my mouth. His hot pants were loud in the air as I flailed my body, trying to kick my legs out. 
“Just stop moving,” he growled as he twisted me around, slamming me against a brick wall. He crowded around me, grabbing at me, his hand still attempting to silence me, but he wasn’t all that successful.
“Fuck you,” I furiously retorted. 
He hiked up my shirt, his hand digging around the buttons of my jeans. “This doesn’t have to be a fight. Just stop moving and we’ll be done.”
I didn’t stop moving. Not even when my muscles ached. I had barely slept and I had walked a long, long way to get here. I was lagging badly. 
Still. 
I didn’t stop fighting. Tears burned at the back of my eyes as his hand loosened around my mouth. I immediately sunk my teeth into his hand when he attempted to silence me again. I tasted blood and heard him bark out a loud curse. He called me a bitch, but I wasn’t entirely sure what else. My head spun from adrenaline, my heart sat in my throat in trepidation. He gathered my hair and pulled, saying all kinds of things as I felt spent and exhausted, close to collapsing.
I really fucked up.
I really, really fucked up. 
I thought of Granny as he continued to grab at me, overpowering me. My knife wasn’t in my hand anymore. Scattered somewhere on the ground in the midst of his attack. I hardly breathed, fighting hopelessly against him, damning him and Theo, and Mom. Yeah, I damned Mom for all of this—
Suddenly, his weight lifted off me. Hand still in my hair, he tugged hard, pulling me down with him as he fell back in a heap on the ground. My body slammed hard onto the concrete, tearing through my shirt and skinning my arms. I tried in vain to kick him off me, but his weight pressed into me, and then he went completely stiff. 
“Let her go,” a deep voice cut through the air, igniting goosebumps down my arms.
I blinked rapidly, trying to make sense of what had happened. The man was still on me, but his eyes were wide, and he wasn’t looking at me anymore. I stilled, catching sight of a knife pressed against his throat. I tried looking beyond him, to the large figure overwhelming us. 
The man’s grip on me immediately eased, and I quickly crawled out from under him, panting heavily as I fought to stand up on my own two feet. I was wobbly and confused. Tears stung the back of my eyes as I searched for my backpack. On autopilot, I found my knife by the wall of the alleyway and quickly pocketed it. Vaguely, I was aware the large man was beating my attacker, but I was too dazed to look.
“You alright?” 
I whipped around, looking up at my saviour through bleary eyes. He was tall. Taller than Theo and broad. He looked startled at the sight of me. He walked to me like I was an injured bird he wanted to care for. 
No, I’m not alright. I wanted to say. Please, make the pain go away. 
“Of course I’m alright,” I snapped instead, my trembles multiplying as I bitterly added, “What a stupid question.”
His body stilled and his face fell. “Don’t give me attitude, girl. I just saved you.”
He just saved me? Like Theo had saved me? I scoffed, putting up my walls. I wasn’t going to fall for that again. “I didn’t need your help.”
The words fell out of me. This sheer need to pretend I was okay. That this had not further obliterated my world on a night that could have been so different.
I spoke from a place of hurt, and I needed to get away. I might crumble otherwise. Might have dropped to my feet and hugged the man’s leg and begged him to hold me. I needed to be held for once. To be patted on the back by a doting person who cared that I was truly okay.
I’m so lonely.
Instead I pushed him away. Like I pushed Theo away. Like I was continuing to push Granny away.
I’m so, so lonely, and I don’t know how to ask for help.
I hurried out of the alleyway and found my backpack. My knees nearly buckled beneath the weight of me as I picked it up from the wrong end. The contents fell straight out. I didn’t even know where along the way the zipper had opened! I looked down at the scattered mess as my rescuer continued to approach me. He said something else. I barely heard. Blood whooshed in my ears.
“I promise I won’t leave you.” And yet Theo left me minutes later. I choked down my emotion, feeling my hurt turn to anger.
I pushed away my saviour like I pushed away everybody. With defiance and bitterness. With cold words and a steely stare. 
I looked at him, but I didn’t see him. 
I saw Theo and I saw my mother. I saw my father’s drunken rage and felt my tiny form trembling in bed as I clutched my teddy bear and whispered a prayer for my mom to be okay this time. 
I looked at my saviour and I wanted him to fight for me. To knock sense into me. To hold me even when I fought. To tell me it was going to be okay.
“Let me help you,” he implored. 
“Help is for the weak,” I returned, leaving him dazed and rattled.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight- 

Borden

The bikers didn’t show up all at once. One at a time, a handful of them arrived at the club hours apart, and not on their bikes. Hawke was the last to appear, with fucking Tyler at his side, appearing in a shitheap of a truck. 
“The fuck is that?” Borden questioned, peering at the red disaster as he opened the doors to let Hawke through. 
The behemoth biker grinned. It always took Borden offguard to see the fucker’s face not buried in a beard up to his chest. “You want me to be obvious, Borden? You said to show up under the fuckin’ radar. Here I fucking am, under the radar.”
They entered. The club was closed on Mondays, but Borden had the staff stay home. The only one that loitered around was Linda. Borden was certain she didn’t have a fucking home outside of Owls.
“Your wife can sit with Linda—”
“I ain’t sitting with that troll bitch,” Tyler cut in, glaring at Linda. “I talked to her once and that was enough. She called me a hillbilly. Where’s your wife?”
“She’s with Hector, visiting the wife of one of my men that got killed. It was long overdue.”
Tyler’s brows shot up. “Guess I’m stuck with you then.”
Borden was unimpressed. Hawke wrapped an arm around his wife, tugging her into his side.  “My old lady has a strong stomach, Borden.”
It wasn’t her fucking stomach Borden cared about. If Hawke wanted his girl to be part of this, fucking fine. Borden learned a long time ago that bikers had a code and a primitive sort of lifestyle. These guys either coveted their missus, or fucked around on them. If Hawke was certain Tyler was part of them, Borden would treat her as such.
“You gonna tell me what’s going on?” Hawke asked as Borden led them to one of the private rooms specifically for business meetings. “I keep thinking I lost a crucial shipment.”
“It’s not about that,” Borden simply said. 
“Heard some shit went up in flames.”
He was referring to Borden’s warehouses. “They didn’t find my stash.”
“Still. That’s tough.”
Borden gritted his teeth. “It could have been a lot worse.”
When he finally turned around to face Hawke, Hawke’s eyes narrowed. He felt the tension in the air. Noticed the unbridled rage in Borden that was poking around the edges. Hawke knew Borden inside-out. He’d been his right hand man for years, and though he’d been out for some years, it didn’t change anything. Once a bond as strong as theirs was forged, it never broke.
“This ain’t business then,” Hawke stated.
“No,” Borden returned.
“But you’re treating me like an enemy.”
“To keep tempers at bay.”
Hawke’s face tightened. “Is my temper going to be blowing?”
“More like mine.”
“Shit.” 
Hawke knew the drill. He whistled and one of the bikers came forward. A tatted blonde man in a fucking suit. The fuck was this guy all about?
“Surrender your weapons,” Hawke said. “You’re going to be sort of fucking kidnapped right now, Jesse.”
Jesse’s confusion was apparent. “The fuck?”
“Just for a little while, man.”
“I don’t get it.”
Borden whistled and Gerry appeared. “Sir?”
Borden looked at him. “You’re going to be in the custody of the bikers for a little while.”
Gerry nodded, familiar with the protocol. “Sure thing, boss.”
And that was how the exchange happened. The bikers were in one room with Gerry, and Jesse was in another room with Borden’s men. 
“What’s going on?” Tyler asked Hawke as they stepped into the meeting room with Borden. There was a table and two chairs. Borden had already organised the space, but he hadn’t expected Tyler to be present. No matter, Hawke sat down and pulled Tyler down into his lap. Borden locked the door and took a seat across from him.
“Got anything on you?” Borden asked. 
Hawke pulled out a blade. Then he pulled off his rings, placing them neatly on the table. His eyes were hard on Borden’s the entire time. Borden withdrew his gun and pulled it apart, setting the pieces on the table next to Hawke’s weapons. He looked back at Hawke.
“What’s going on, Borden?”
Borden may have been suited and cleaned up, but he couldn’t bury the chaos in his body as he retorted, “Years ago, I asked you to look into Emma.”
Hawke’s brows furrowed. “We going that far back?”
“We are.”
“Okay.”
“You remember when I did this?”
Hawke took a moment to think. He drummed his fingers along Tyler’s hips. “I remember. You’d left that diner she was working at. She’d slapped you.”
Tyler’s brows shot up, but she didn’t say anything. Borden nodded. “That’s right.”
“You asked me to look into her.”
Borden grabbed the file resting on the corner of the table and slid it to Hawke. “This is what you presented me with. Flick through it for me.”
Hawke opened the folder and flicked through some papers. Tyler leaned forward, her eyes skimming what was written there. It had copies of Emma’s birth certificate, school records, diploma, medical papers, newspaper clippings of her father’s murder, and even the court files over her mother’s incarceration.
“You seriously dug into her life like this?” Tyler asked Hawke.
Hawke didn’t respond. His face was still screwed up as he went through everything. Then he closed the file and slid it forward. “Flicked through.”
“What is it missing, Hawke?” Borden pressed. 
Hawke didn’t look back at him. That was the first fucking red flag. 
“Why did you omit it?” Borden asked now, his voice dropping lower.
“I didn’t try to omit anything,” Hawke returned. 
“But you know what’s missing, don’t you?”
Hawke rubbed at his light beard, leaning back in his chair. He was no longer drumming his fingers along Tyler’s hip. She stared between the two of them, concerned. Her eyes dropped to the blade on the table and then looked at Borden. He stared back at her, a dark smirk on his face. “Try it,” he said simply. 
Hawke gripped her tightly. “Don’t you fucking dare, baby.”
“He’s looking at you like he’s going to murder you,” Tyler retorted, frightened. 
“That’s because he feels like he wants to.”
“This is Marcus fucking Borden,” she hissed. “He will murder you.”
Hawke ignored her words, looking across the table now, at Borden. “You’re referring to the kid, aren’t you? The disappearing boy.”
Borden’s blood pumped harder. “Theo.”
Hawke nodded slowly, thinking. “That’s what he went by.”
“Is that not his fucking name?”
Hawke exhaled slowly. “I couldn’t find anything on him.”
“That’s not good enough,” Borden retorted, fisting his hands now. “I want to know why you fucking omitted him. Even if all you had was a fucking name. I want to understand this, Hawke.”
Hawke nodded slowly. “It wasn’t to protect the kid.”
“No?”
“It was to protect Emma.”
Borden fumed, feeling his head throb. “Hawke.”
“Sometimes a judgement call is made—”
“Tell me what you fucking know.” Borden didn’t yell this, but his voice was so cold, so unfeeling, the room dropped in temperature. The tension was thick. Tyler was gripping Hawke tightly, her eyes flicking to the door. It was locked. She could unlock it and leave, but without the okay from Borden and Hawke, Jesse and Gerry were going to bite the dust.
This needed to end in peace.
Borden was not fucking about. 
Hawke understood this, and he nodded again. “Let me explain.”
Borden leaned forward, growling, “Explain.”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine 

Hawke

The Past: When shitfuck was calmer 

It was a normal day.
Maybe even a good day.
Hawke was living an ordinary life. As ordinary as an occasional hitman could live. 
Sitting in a cosy, family diner, he was in the middle of having a milkshake when the dummy phone buzzed on the table. Graeme, sitting across from him and enjoying his own milkshake, chuckled, whispering, “Have fun, Hawke.”
Hawke glared at the fuck. Borden had been in a mood lately. Nobody had fun answering his fucking calls and getting barked at.
“Yeah?” Hawke answered, avoiding Graeme’s amused eye.
“Hawke,” Borden growled straightaway, “I’ve got an errand for you. Emma Warne. I want to know every fucking thing about her. Where she went to school, who she’s friends with, who she’s fucking — hell, everyone she’s ever fucked before. Everything.”
Borden hung up before Hawke could respond. 
Graeme giggled at Hawke’s what the fuck face. “Who’s your next target?”
Hawke pocketed the phone. “A girl.”
“He wants to off a girl?”
“No.”
Now Graeme was intrigued. “No killing?”
Hawke frowned. “Not yet.”
When it was clear he wasn’t going to have his milkshake, Graeme grabbed it and slid it across the table to him. “Good luck.”
Hawke stood up, glaring at the shit as he began to devour it. “Might need you on this case, Graeme. You were a cop. You know how to dig deep into someone’s life.”
Graeme paused, his moustache getting covered in whipped cream as he looked up at Hawke. “What do I get out of it?”
“A beer.”
“That’s lame.”
“Bragging rights.”
Graeme looked on the fence. “I have to disappear some bodies. I just don’t have time to go digging into some girl.”
“He’s interested in this girl, Graeme. That shit’s never happened before.”
Graeme mused. “Can I have your knuckle duster?”
“Which one?”
“With the sword emblem—”
“That’s my biker ring, fuckface.”
“Is that a no?”
“That’s a fuck no.”
Graeme shrugged. “Good luck.”
Motherfucker.
Hawke stormed out of there. He didn’t need Graeme. It was just digging into some stupid chick’s life. 
How hard could it be? 


◆◆◆
 
Breaking into Emma Warne’s apartment was disgustingly easy. He leafed into her boring life, wondering what it was about this poor girl that got Borden all hot and bothered. He found her IDs, the mystery books she read, stupid shit. Then he began to follow her for some time. She was repetitive. Stuck to a strict routine. Work, home, sometimes her granny’s tiny little home.
Mind numbing shit. 
He broke into her granny’s house when that old bird was asleep. He snapped photos of the picture frames, found some more IDs, and then he forwarded them to his contacts, demanding information about Emma’s family. It was all relatively easy.
Until it wasn’t.
Emma’s father was a violent drunk. Emma’s mother murdered him next door to her daughter’s sleeping body. Emma was taken in by her granny, and then her mother killed herself. 
What in the holy fuck.
The trainwreck didn’t end there. 
Emma didn’t have a police record; she hadn’t technically broken a law, but her name had come up multiple times in her teenage years. One particular officer kept close tabs on her. Hawke dug in further, trying to understand what exactly she was doing to have caused police presence to exist at her house. 
Hawke wound up at the house of her grandmother’s neighbour. An old lady by the name of Debbie-Anne had opened the door. She’d taken one look at him and blanched. 
Hawke was close to threatening answers out of her, but he figured he’d catch more bees with honey. “Hi, sweetheart, you wouldn’t happen to know the goings on around here?” 
He immediately saw the spark in her eye. She was the gossip type. “I’ve lived on this block for thirty years, young man. I know everything.”
“Can I test that knowledge, honey?”
The old lady beamed. “I just made some tea. You want a cup?”
“I sure do.”
She welcomed him into her cosy home and sat him down around a tiny table where his knees banged against the table top. He sipped the pink teacup with his lips puckered out, and her gaze lustfully trapped to his mouth. 
—
“You wooed an old granny?” scoffed Tyler. “The fuck is wrong with you, Hawke?”
“I did what had to be done,” Hawke retorted. “Baby, the more I unearthed Emma’s life, the more I had to fucking know.”
“Concentrate,” Borden barked. “What did Debbie-Anne say?”
—
“So you lived here thirty years?” Hawke asked. 
Debbie-Anne sat down, brushing back her white hair. “Thirty long years.”
“Kids?”
“Fuck no. It was just Ronald and me.” 
Kay. “Good marriage?”
“He was alright.”
“I’m curious about the girl next door.”
“What girl?”
“Emma Warne.”
Her eyes narrowed in thought. “Oh, you mean Darlene’s granddaughter.”
“Yeah, the old lady. She probably babysat you, didn’t she?”
Debbie-Anne laughed. “We’re close in age.”
“No way.”
“Way.”
“Wow.”
“I know! I always leave people guessing.”
Kay. “Tell me more, Debs.” 
It didn’t take much for Debbie-Anne to spill the beans. “Oh, it’s a sad story. Darlene’s daughter killed herself in prison. I think it was sorta fucked up, if you ask me. She got a lengthy sentence, even though she’d been beaten around by her deadbeat husband. Apparently, she shot him up when her daughter was in bed. Girl heard everything. Then when she died in prison, it made that young girl go a little nutty, if you catch my drift.”
Hawke grinned pleasantly. “Nah, sweetheart, you gotta break it down for me.”
Debbie swooned at the flirtatious tone he’d used on her. “She got dropped off by the police in the dead of night quite regularly.”
“Dropped off?”
“Yeah, she’d get into some trouble. Hanging around kids she shouldn’t be or some such shit like that.” Debbie shrugged. “It put a lot of stress on Darlene.”
“What sort of kids was she hanging around?”
“Delinquents. The fighting type, you know? They had a ringleader, too. I saw him buzzing around Emma’s house. The officer almost caught him a time or two.”
“You know anything about this ringleader?” 
“Rumour had it he was part of the Japanese Mafia.” She widened her eyes for effect. “The Yakuza type.” 
Hawke just stared at her, lost for words. “And…he was a kid?”
“Oh, yeah, and, well, he really pissed off Officer Young.”
“Is that the cop that kept coming around, dropping her off?”
“Yeah, he really tried with that girl.” She stared far off, deep in thought. “You know, there was something really peculiar about that boy, now that we’re talking about it. Something that didn’t sit right.”
“The mafia thing?”
“Well, that too, but it was more than that.”
“What exactly was it?”
“Like I said, I’d seen him a few times, buzzing around that house. He’d always come up out of the bushes, like he was emerging from the ground or some such shit. Obviously from all that mafia training. And then…he’d just stand there.”
“Stand where?”
“Well, in front of Darlene’s house. He’d stand there, staring at Emma’s window. He wouldn’t move, either. Just stand there.”
Hawke frowned. “For how long?”
“Very long.”
“You never said nothin’?”
Debbie-Anne looked unsettled. “No, absolutely not. That boy spooked me. He looked ghostly. Sometimes I thought he wasn’t real, like an apparition. He was so pale. The way he stood out in the light like that, like he’d never seen the sun.”
“Then what?”
“Well, this went on for some time. Then…he never showed back up again, and it was like nothing ever happened.”
“Did Officer Young keep comin’ around?”
“No, no, he didn’t.” She went quiet for some time, looking disturbed. “Officer Young died around that time.”
“Died of what?”
She just looked at him. “I think you can guess.”
Well, shit, instead of answers, Hawke left with a stomach full of rancid tea and questions. 
A shit ton of fucking questions.
“That girl’s in a better place, I hear,” Debbie-Anne had said right before he left. “Best you leave her alone about it. She came right in the head after that boy split.”
That wasn’t good enough. 
Hawke looked into Officer Young’s death. There’d been an exchange of gun fire. He’d been shot in an alleyway. There were no apparent witnesses, even though it was between two residential apartment buildings that were notorious for gang activity and drug use. 
Hawke paid one of the buildings a visit. He knocked on some doors, looked for any ancient people that lived there for a while. He found Timothy, a retired schoolteacher, who was around at the time of Officer Young’s death.
“I don’t want no trouble,” he’d said first thing when he opened the door on Hawke. “I don’t snitch. I don’t talk shit about Borden, either. And I also hear you’re a biker. One of them top level bikers and shit, and I’ve never gotten into any trouble with bikers, just so y’know.”
Hawke didn’t charm him with a smile. He simply said, “It ain’t snitching if the fucker is dead. I need answers. You’ll get a year’s worth of rent paid if you give ‘em to me.”
Timothy led him right in. 
Hawke sat on a smoky couch. Timothy cracked open a beer and settled in next to him, leaning back snuggly in his seat. His giant gut almost obscured Hawke from seeing his face. But he supposed he didn’t need to look the old schoolteacher in the eye to get an answer. 
“An officer got gunned down here.” 
“They get gunned down all the time.”
“Between the building here, one of ‘em got gunned down. Happened over a decade ago.”
Timothy immediately knew, nodding once. “Yeah, you’re talking about Officer Young. We got pictures of him hanging on the walls of the foyer. You might have missed them.”
Nothing but cockroaches in that fucking foyer. “Oh, yeah?”
“The women still lay flowers in that alleyway for him once a year.”
“Got any idea what happened to him?”
“Oh, it was a bunch of those kids. They used to hang around here all the time, hiding in the basements, sneaking into all kinds of places.”
Hawke mulled on that. “How come nobody told the police about them?”
“They went underground after that cop got shot. They stopped coming out. I suppose the police wouldn’t know how to find them, would they?”
“They couldn’t take down a single kid that hung around the streets?”
Timothy scratched his scruffy jaw, littered with white hairs. “They found a couple kids, but the cops had nothing on them, like I said. How could they pin the death of Young on them? They didn’t know anything, and so they were let go. The case went cold very quickly.”
“There were no whispers about who might have been involved?”
Timothy thought about it. “You’d have to ask someone with a better memory, but…I heard it was a clique of them. They’d come together, called themselves some name, you know how these unsupervised kids are like.”
“Did they have a leader?”
“Some notorious boy, yeah. He was a real shithead, from what I heard. The rumour mill was strong without all that internet noise at the time. They said he fled Chechnya and walked here.”
Hawke blinked. “He…He walked to New Raven from Chechnya?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Chechnya as in the Republic of Russia, or Chechnya, some town I never heard of?”
“Oh, the Russia place or something like that.”
Hawke was speechless. 
“Anyway, a lot of boys wound up in hospital because of the violence coming from this clique and this boy was responsible for it. I’m telling you, they were just a bunch of kids, but it got nasty.”
“Any idea who this boy was?” 
“A demon.” Timothy’s face went dark. “He put a boy in hospital. That boy lost the use of his legs.”
“What’s the name of this boy that got put in hospital?”
“You’d have to look into the hospital records for that.”
That wasn’t good enough. 
Hawke learned soon after that there were no hospital records kept that far back. He tried to google it, but for someone who had been incarcerated himself, technology frustrated the shit out of him.
He knocked on fucking doors instead. He went through that whole apartment building, rounding up the old, searching for either a name of the paralyzed boy or the ringleader.
—
“How long is this story going to take?” Borden asked.
“This is the short version.” 
“I need it shorter.”
Hawke glared at Borden. “The shit you made me do, you know. I didn’t even have to find this fucking kid.”
“You never told me about it, so how could I have fucking known?”
“Well, I found a name.”
“Theo?”
“At first, no, it was a girl’s name. Apparently, she’d run her mouth to a number of people about being part of this boy’s fan club.”
“Let’s jump to that.”
“Her name was Julia.”
—
Julia was a hairdresser with the big hair and done-up face. She operated out of her own basement studio where she got to chimney smoke as she cut hair, talking shit to her clients. Secretly, she was a mule for one of the gangs. They were too small time for Borden to give a fuck about. They kept to themselves, selling basic shit like pills and weed.
When Hawke came through the door, Julia had just finished with her client and was sweeping up the floor. She glanced up as the entrance bell rang, her smoke dangling at the corner of her mouth. 
Her eyes widened as she gaped at Hawke. Instead of being wary though, she squealed. “What do I owe the pleasure, big guy?”
As her young client paid and fled in fear of him, Hawke cut through the room, glancing around the basement. “I need some answers. You can buy yourself some salon shit on the house if you answer them truthfully.”
“Well, you don’t need to do that. I’m happy to help the big guy upstairs.” She pointed upwards, like she was talking about God or some shit.
Hawke raised a brow. “I’m here on account of Borden—”
“Yeah, the big guy.”
Kay. 
She cracked a can of coke and sat down on one of the salon chairs. He stayed standing, determined not to be here long. 
“Been hearing some things and your name was mentioned. You used to hang around the streets growing up, didn’t you?”
Julia shrugged. “‘Course. Nothing to do in New Raven when you’re young, dumb and broke.”
“You must have heard about Officer Young’s death.”
Julia tilted her head to the side, staring curiously at him now. “You sound like a cop.”
Hawke choked out a laugh. “I ain’t a fucking cop.”
“But you’re Borden’s man, so in a way, you’re sort of like a cop but not of the law, right?”
Hawke’s head started to pound. “Anyway, you know what happened to Officer Young?”
“He got shot up.”
“Were you there when it happened?”
Julia went quiet for several moments. She flicked her cigarette ashes all over the floor, bobbing her leg that was crossed over the other. “What’s this about, though?”
“Been hearing about some kid who caused a lot of shit during that time.”
Her lips scrunched to the side. “Theo?”
Hawke’s body stilled. It was the first time he’d been given a name. “Is that the ringleader?”
Julia slowly nodded. “Yeah, his name was Theo.”
“Theo what?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know. Nobody knew anything about him. He was always sort of just…part of the city. He ran the streets with some kids. They used to find places to sneak into. There were a lot of fights.”
“Fights over what?”
“No, you don’t get it, they would fight each other for shit.”
“Ah, so they had punch ups, like a boxing match or some shit.”
“Yeah, like that.”
Hawke took a seat on a salon chair, finally getting somewhere. He should have asked about Emma, but he was more interested in figuring this kid out. “What do you know about this Theo?”
“Nothing. He came out of nowhere, and then he was just suddenly there. There were rumours that his family died because they double crossed another family, and he had managed to run away, but nobody really knew.” Okay, Hawke could do with that story. “He could get into anything, though, like you name it. He’d find a way.”
“You mean he was good at breaking and entering.”
Julia shrugged. “Sort of. It was more like…if he wanted to find you, he could. Sometimes kids wouldn’t show up to fights, so he’d fetch them himself. He’d know where they were, you know? We used to call him the boy who walked through walls.”
Some kid from the past shouldn’t have made Hawke feel unsettled, but what do you fucking know? It did. “You say he ran away. Does that mean he had no house?” 
“Nope, nothing. It was weird because it wasn’t like he was filthy or anything. He was…” She paused, her lips forming a secretive smile. “He was cute and muscled up for a kid. Now that I think about it, he probably squatted in some gym or something. How else do you get that big at seventeen?”
Hawke didn’t care about the brawns of a teenage boy. “Did he kill Officer Young?”
Julia fidgeted in her chair. “Theo did a lot of things.”
“Like what?”
“We used to buy pot off him, but then…well, it turned into harder shit. He was obviously owned by one of the gangs.”
“How do you figure that?”
“Well, how else was he getting his hands on that hard stuff? Some of the Lost Boys that took that shit ended up in the hospital. He would never have allowed them to get sick off that stuff. He was so protective of them.”
The Lost Boys? Hawke frowned. Now he knew the name of the clique, but it was a lot to take in, and she still wasn’t answering whether Officer Young was killed by Theo. She was beating around the bush, so he asked instead, “Did some kid get paralyzed from a fight?”
Julia’s eyes widened again, only this time it wasn’t in that theatrically fun way that gossipers like Debbie loved to pull. “Seems like you already know enough shit.”
“Who was the boy that ended up in the hospital?”
“Miles.”
“Know where he is?”
“He died of complications, but it was completely unrelated to Theo. He got really sick. It was about three years after he got put in hospital. But he still used his legs. He just had a really long time to heal. His parents went broke over the hospital bills. They moved away after he died.”
Hawke was getting off topic. This was all really fucked up, but that wasn’t the mission. “Have you heard of Emma Warne?”
Julia didn’t have to think about that. “The girl whose parents died, yeah. We crossed paths a lot. She was stuck to Theo’s side like glue.”
“Were they together?”
“I never saw them together in that way. But you could tell Theo was hooked on her.”
Hawke leaned forward, intrigued. “Nothing developed that you know of?”
“I wouldn’t be surprised. You know, Theo was really protective about Emma at the time. Even over the Lost Boys. She was all he looked at.”
“Protective or obsessed?”
“Both.”
“Is he still?”
Julia laughed. “Theo’s long gone. After Officer Young died, he fled the city, didn’t even look back twice. That was suspicious, right? I thought that would have fucked with Emma, but she stopped showing up at night. From what I hear, when Theo left, it set her straight. Let me tell you, she went through some mad shit with that boy. I think he was poison to her.” She nodded to herself, a wistful smile on her face. “She had shadows in her eyes back then. She looked at Theo like she wanted to get away from him but couldn’t. Because of that, I’m glad he’s gone. I’m glad she got her shit together. I don’t think it would do anyone any good to bring that shit up to her. She doesn’t talk about it and none of the kids ever asked. They just knew he was wrong for her. And to think…”
“What?”
Julia’s smile faded. “What would have happened if she fled with him?”
◆◆◆
 
Hawke took a seat on a park bench, his mind scrambled. He’d spent the day following Emma, but he looked at her differently. She served her customers and she laughed with her waitress friends, but knowing what she came from—what she endured—it put a different spin on things. He looked at her with respect. Life was cruel and she’d been beaten up by it. 
She was undeniably beautiful, but Hawke had a feeling Borden’s fixation wasn’t about her looks. After all, he could find any beautiful girl to sink his teeth into. 
Emma was layered. She was street smart. She wasn’t Kate fucking Davenoth. She was your everyday girl. She sort of reminded him of what Tyler would become one day. 
What good would it be to let Borden know the details about her night life when she was a kid? And the more he learned about Theo, the more he drew parallels to Borden. Would Borden fixate enough to become a toxic presence in Emma’s life?
But she’d slapped him. 
Now that was fucking music to Hawke’s ears when Borden had disclosed that information later on. His cheek was blazing red for days. She’d fucking slapped him and Borden only wanted her something fierce. 
Both were nutty.
Maybe the perfect sort of nutty for each other.
A perfect fit of crazy and broken. 
Borden would get to keep Kate to himself. Why couldn’t Emma do the same about this Theo kid? If she wanted to let him know about the guy, she would.
Until then, Hawke would deliver exactly what he could factually find about Emma fucking Warne. 
And if that came to bite him in the ass, so fucking be it. 
Theo was gone, anyway. 
What did it fucking matter?
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Chapter Thirty

Borden

“What did it fucking matter?” Borden repeated, fuming. “This fucker is back and fucking with me. You don’t think I should have known about this shit?”
“What good would it have done if you knew that part of Emma during that time?” Hawke retorted, pissed. “Dredging up this traumatic shit. Personal shit. If she wanted you to know, it shouldn’t have come from me. It should have come from her.”
“What Hawke is trying to say is that this is between you and Emma,” Tyler added, cheerily, like she was trying to keep the peace. “He didn’t mean any harm by it.”
“What’s he done, anyway?” Hawke asked, ignoring Tyler’s attempt at smoothing things over. “I’m sure it was all bogeyman shit. The kinds of rumours kids spread.”
“It’s not bogeyman shit, Hawke, because this fuck has predicted what would happen to my warehouses right before they got under attack, and in the two years I’ve owned my fucking house, there has never been a single problem with my surveillance system. Until the cameras stopped working.”
“Could have malfunctioned?” Hawke’s voice was weak.
“It happened right after Emma and Link got put in my safehouse when Paolo got shot up.”
Hawke looked uneasy. “I thought the Red Mambas were responsible for Paolo.”
“They were. But this fuck is coming at me separately. When Emma found him in a basement—”
“What the fuck?”
Borden gave Hawke the quick run down of what happened, ending with, “They were gone when we showed up an hour later, but he left behind some fucking paper with the words ‘When he is united, divide him.…’” Borden was fuming the more he talked about it. “What does that fucking mean?”
Hawke was speechless. Tyler looked between them, whispering, “He’s quoting Art of War.”
Borden turned his frosty gaze to hers. “What?”
Tyler nodded. “Yeah.”
“Playground bullshit.”
“No,” Tyler murmured. “Think of what Hawke just said. Every time this dude would fight, he was fighting for something. They never fought for the sake of it. He is now fighting to divide you.”
Borden’s pulse pounded in his ears as he took what she said on board, considering it. Even Hawke was nodding. Theo never fought for the sake of it. He wants to divide you. 
But then why warn him of shit happening to his warehouses if he meant ill will? He could have let his warehouses get burned down and destroyed. Then again, one of those Lost Boys killed Jason. 
“I’m sorry,” Hawke said, his face creasing with concern. “Maybe I dropped the fucking ball back then, Borden. I’m sorry. It wasn’t malicious, brother.”
Borden stiffened a nod. He knew that already, but he just wanted someone to blame. If Hawke had told him about this kid, would it have even been a blip on his radar when Emma was the only thing in his crosshairs at the time?
She was still the only thing he saw. 
He closed his eyes, and there she was. He opened them, and his mind wandered to her. Always wondering what she was doing and thinking and feeling. Always waiting for the hammer to drop. For her to look at him and not want him anymore. Not love him anymore. And he was a cruel cunt, but if she left, he couldn’t physically stop her. Not if it made her happy to be without him. 
And that was the grief of it.
His power in New Raven was fading, and none of it even mattered compared to what was happening with Emma. She had reserved a big part of herself; she was keeping parts of her past inwards. This entire time. He wanted her scars for himself to kiss away and love. If this news had come from her, he would have appreciated it more than calling an MC President down to his club. 
He fucked up.
He should not have spoken to Hawke.
But, like this Theo fuck, Borden was hooked on Emma, too. And he felt so fucking unworthy of her. 
“Still wanna kill me?” Hawke probed.
“You still got time left,” Borden returned, standing up. “I’ll get the boys out of the room—”
“What are you gonna do about this guy?” Hawke stood up, setting Tyler down on her feet. His attention was focused on Borden. “Let me help. We can tear this city apart.”
“My city is already being torn apart, Hawke. It can’t get any worse.”
But he was wrong.
Dead wrong.
Because within hours, everything went to shit. 
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Chapter Thirty-One 

Emma

When Shaunie opened the door to let us in, she barely returned a smile. She looked lifeless as we entered her small unit. Hector followed closely behind me. The room smelled like smoke and cat litter. 
This was certainly overdue. We had tried countless times to get Shaunie to come to the office to go over the paperwork. She either didn’t answer our calls or said she was busy. Looking around, I could tell she was in heavy mourning. We should have come here sooner. I glanced quickly at my watch. We needed to be in and out. We had to get back to the club. We had a car full of Borden’s men tailing us, so it wasn’t like we came here unarmed. Still. The bikers were paying Borden a discreet visit and I was itching to find out what was going on.
Plus, I missed Hawke dearly. Hector, on the other hand, was indifferent.
Shaunie’s baby was screaming hysterically from the bedroom. The sound of her baby crying put me on edge. My motherly instincts roared. Thankfully, she excused herself and collected her baby, rocking her back and forth as she emerged from the corridor. I was relieved to see her baby was well-fed and responsive, instantly quieting down in her mother’s arms. 
“She still cries for him,” Shaunie stated simply, her eyes welling up. “Sometimes I have to put the picture of Jason close to her face. She goes quiet when I do that. You think she knows he’s never coming back?”
I was too choked up to respond. Hector cleared his throat and answered. “She knows, hon.”
Shaunie paced around the room, holding her baby tightly. 
My fingers trembled around the folder I had in my hands. “I um…I came here to talk about what Borden wants to leave behind for you and Joy.”
Shaunie didn’t respond. 
I continued. “We’re going to make sure Joy goes to the best school. She’ll be taken care of forever. You, as well—”
“He called me that night,” Shaunie cut in, hardly caring about my words. Grief choked her. “He said he was tailing some kids that he thought had broken into Borden’s shop. He wasn’t trying to start trouble.”
My breathing hitched. “I’m sorry, Shaunie—”
“One of them knew he was following. He said he’d never seen kids disappear like that. Every time he got close, they’d poof, vanish into thin air.”
“These kids are just assholes,” Hector tried to say. “They fuck around, you know? Play with fire—”
“But they weren’t all kids. He’d mentioned it a few times. Big men would do it, too. He said he’d never seen anything like it. They’d come up from nowhere.”
Hector didn’t say anything this time. He simply offered a half-hearted shrug, lost for words. Shaunie needed to talk. Maybe she’d had no one to talk to, or maybe she’d said this already a thousand times, just trying to make sense of what happened to Jason.
“Did he say anything else about them?” I queried, curiously. I felt Hector’s stare and I ignored it.
“They were just different,” she explained. “Not like the other gangs.”
I frowned, an uneasy feeling coming over me. Borden had already said Jason’s killer paid the price, but he hadn’t delved much into the man himself. I was starting to get ideas. 
Shaunie sighed. “Everyone keeps coming around, giving me food. I have so much food. I don’t want any more food, you know? I don’t even want money.” She gestured to the folder, scoffing. “I’m not like that, Emma. I won’t let that shit taint me. I don’t even want to touch it.”
“Shaunie, you’re…on your own right now with a baby—”
“I’ll figure it out.”
“Please—”
“I’m not going to take it and pretend to exist in your world. I’m not going to turn into you, Emma.”
I reared back, shocked. 
Hector immediately put his hand out for me, trying to ease me, but I just stared at Shaunie, wondering what she meant. 
She looked back, understanding. “You’re not the same,” she said. “You drip in money, you act like you’re so above the rest of us in your fancy house. I heard you were like us once, and now you can’t even walk the same street and act like you belong. I’m not trying to offend you. I swear it. I just don’t want to be like that.” She swiped at a fallen tear. “I’ll take care of my baby girl just fine.”
“Shaunie,” Hector growled now. “This is just grief talking. Don’t even treat the money like it’s for you. It’s for Jason’s daughter, you feel me? This is to make sure Joy is given the best in life. You’re going to accept what you’re being given. I don’t fucking care if you don’t spend a dime of it. Put it aside for Joy.”
“Joy needs her father,” Shaunie hissed, her face growing red now. “She needs Jason. Not your dirty money—”
“Jason worked for Borden and earned that dirty money,” Hector retorted. “He knew what he was getting himself into. Don’t be turning your back on us because you’re hurtin’.”
“I’m hurting because your boss sent my husband on a death mission.”
“Is that what you’ve been sayin’?” Hector asked, moving toward her. His large body loomed over hers. His eyes were hard, his mouth pressed in a firm line. “You been doing a lot of talking, haven’t you? Stirred some people up with some of the words you’ve been raging on about.”
I went still, confused. I slowly closed the file, realising I may have come here on a mission, but so had Hector. 
Shaunie tensed at the stare Hector was giving her. The room went cold. She clutched her baby tightly, like Joy was her lifeline. Fear shone in her eyes as she whispered, “I’ve just been falling apart, that’s all. Not trying to cause any trouble.”
“Borden paid for Jason’s funeral. He’s giving you a lifetime of money to take care of your little girl.” Hector moved even closer, dropping his head, growling, “He didn’t send Jason to his death. Jason was told to back down from the firefight. Not run toward it.” He pointed a finger at her face. “You’re going to stop talking shit. Got it?”
Shaunie nodded straightaway, looking down at her feet now. She’d gone completely still from fear. 
“You’re putting yourself in mad danger when you start yapping, especially when you’re talking shit about Borden’s fucking wife. That sort of fucking dissent won’t be tolerated.” 
I felt a strange blow to my chest. I’d come here with the best intentions in mind. I’d never…I’d never known Shaunie was doing any of this. I felt my shoulders sag. I got up, gathering my purse, tucking the folder back into it. I didn’t want to have to hear this. 
I walked out of there. Hector’s car was parked in the community lot the residents shared. It was locked, so I waited outside of it. The cool air blew against my warmed cheeks, relaxing me. Shortly after, I heard the crunch of Hector’s boots. 
“Don’t let it get to you,” Hector said as he approached me.
“I’m not,” I replied. “I know she’s hurting. We’re not ourselves when we’re hurt.”
“Nah, she’s been talking shit for a while. It’s about time someone put a stop to it. Now that Jason’s gone and all.”
That just sucked even more. I sighed, turning around to look up at him. He may not have been a biker, but he still rugged up like them. He was turning more and more like past Hawke, too. His beard was growing out, same with the hair. Soon, you wouldn’t see much but a bushy face and that angry scowl.
“She’s right, you know,” I muttered. “I’m nothing like them anymore, am I?”
“She was doing just fine when Jason was around,” Hector returned swiftly. “She wasn’t eating out of garbage bins or nothing.”
“I try to raise money to help the kids around these parts. I try to ground myself all the time. But now it’s like…I’m starting to get scared, you know? Scared I’m growing detached. It’s easy to raise money, Hector, and to talk to these kids about having big dreams and hopes and all these things, but the only reason I got out of it was because I took a breather in an alleyway where someone was getting strangled to death and I wound up in Borden’s sights.” I shrugged. “It was chance. I’d be a struggling mess without him.”
“I think you’d have done just fine. You went through a crummy time. You would have gotten out of it.”
“How do you know that?”
“Because you got out of shit before.” Hector rubbed at all his scruff, looking down at me like I was being stupid. “You weren’t some damsel in distress.”
“Yeah, maybe.”
It was impossible to know. 
Lately it gnawed on me.
The big fucking house that we could hardly fill.
The charity.
Jason’s death and then…
“He messed you up good, didn’t he?” Hector wondered, eyeing me peculiarly. 
I gave him a half-smile. “Borden is rough around the edges, but he grounds me better than anyone.”
Hector paused. “I was talking about the other one.”
My smile vanished. I thought of Theo. Of the basements and the dark places. Of the blood and starry skies. “Like I said…he’s like tar.”
“What part of you can’t you wash off?”
I pointed to my chest. 
“Your heart?”
I shook my head. “No…it’s that spot in yourself that you don’t want to look at. The part that gives you shame.”
Hector slowly nodded. “I get it.”
I believed him.
“Anyway, even before he’d showed up, I started to think about him.” I blew out a breath, feeling so utterly tired. “I had nightmares of being in that damn coffin. I’d be going over everything. Again and again. Then, one night, I thought of him, and I guess…I guess my being just latched to it. And what do you know, he shows up out of the blue.”
“What does he want?” Hector wondered. 
“Something.” I was certain of that. “He left this city in a bad way, determined to never come back. What would bring a man like that back?”
Hector was quick to answer. “He’s been run out.”
That was exactly what I thought. Now that the city was in different hands, the people he’d made into enemies were long gone. It was easy for Theo to come back, but he always had a motive. Everything he did, he did it for a reason.
“Let’s get out of here,” Hector said next. “I’ll pick up that sushi crap you like so much, you know, the dark looking shit—”
“Unagi.”
“That’s it.”
“You like Unagi,” I smirked as I moved to the car. “You always eat my leftovers.”
“I am not a wasteful man,” Hector said, grinning in return. 
We drove back, and it was peak hour traffic. Hector had to drive strategically, making sure we were sandwiched behind two of our cars. We must have looked so ridiculous, all three black cars pressed bumper to bumper, inching one measly step at a time. 
New Raven could have used all that corrupted money to build better roads.
“Are you going to meet up with Hawke?” I asked Hector. 
Hector’s lips twisted. “Nah, I’ll drop you off and head back to the house.”
I eyed him closely. “You wanna talk about it?”
He tapped on the steering wheel with this thumb. “Man is everything I ain’t. I don’t need that reminder, right?”
“You’re better company,” I said sympathetically. 
He laughed, glancing out the window. “Is that right?”
“It actually is. You’re less of an asshole—”
“Emma, get the fuck out of the car!” Hector suddenly screamed. Before I could respond, he removed his seatbelt and dived over me. Loud bangs erupted, smashing up the wheels of the car. I screamed at the top of  my lungs as Hector opened the door and literally shoved me out of it as more bullets tore through the air. I landed on the road, my head smacking against the sidewalk curb. Screams followed. Cars honked and engines roared and drivers stepped on their gas, smashing into other cars as they attempted to get away from the gunmen. 
Where had they come from?
I was discombulbated, shitting myself from panic.
Bullets continued to fly, smashing windows. Hector fell out over top of me and continued to shield me as he looked around, frantically. Borden’s men did the same thing, falling out of the passenger side doors, armed with guns. They fired back, their guns aimed at the street across from us, screaming at us to go. 
“Get her out!” Ronald ordered Hector. 
Hector grabbed me by the arm and pulled at me to get up. “Stay crouched,” he hissed at me. 
I did as I was told, jumping once more when bullets rained down on the car, whipping past my head. Oh, my God. 
Pedestrians ran in scattered directions, disappearing into nearby shops.
“Now’s our chance,” Hector yelled at me. “RUN!”
A cold sense of deja vu seized me.
Graeme’s distant shouts telling me to run, and I had merely crouched there, watching him get killed. Eyes wide with terror, it was happening all over again, but this time I was going to listen. 
I ran as fast and as hard as I could, blending into the crowd of people as Borden’s men fired back. Was it me they were after then? Or were we just caught in a crossfire between two gangs going at it?
A prickling sensation caused me to look over my shoulder. Relief swamped me as I saw Hector caught up to me. He grabbed onto my hand, steering me into a nearby shop. I looked over my shoulder at the scene, hearing the distant sounds of police sirens. Hector pounded angrily at the door, causing me to look back at him, my chest heaving for breath.
“They won’t fucking open!” Hector growled. “Everyone’s locking up—”
Bullets whizzed past our heads and Hector grabbed hold of me again and we ran. This time, it was me steering him, pulling him into short streets. We zigzagged down familiar alleyways, the trails of New Raven still etched like a tattoo in my brain. 
These used to be neighbourhoods I frequented.
Alleyways I used to walk down in the dead of night.
We even raced past Denny the Dick’s diner, the CLOSED sign a clear indication he hadn’t found another sucker to get a loan from to keep funding his dumpster fire. 
We’d barely gotten far enough, though. Lungs on fire, I could still hear the violence. The gunshots and the sirens. The revving of approaching cars. I spun around the street we were on, nearly deserted as people fled; I glanced the vacant storefronts of the dying street and busted down windows, considering ducking into one of them—
Bullets soared once more, but this time in the opposite direction. Once again we were crouched on the ground, this time pressed against the glass door of an abandoned shop. 
A white van blazed down the road, stopping just by the store front feet from us. It parked on its side and the van doors opened. Bodies flooded out, firing straight ahead. 
“Keep your head down,” Hector ordered. 
But I turned to see what the men were firing at. And then there they were, a group of men on foot, with bandanas concealing their faces, firing back. 
Hector’s fist pounded at the door, like he was trying to bust it down. It didn’t budge. He gripped the handle and tried to turn it, but it was locked. We were stuck. 
I was dizzy from fear.
What the fuck was going on?
“Tell them I love them,” I said, but the gunfire drowned out my words. Hysteria choked me. We were going to get caught in the crossfire. “Tell Borden I love him and our boy!”
Bullets fired all around us. One landed over my head. Hector gripped my arm and tugged harshly, forcing my attention.
His brown eyes stared directly into my own. He made hand signals. Pointing at me. Pointing down the street. 
I understood what he was saying.
We were sitting ducks.
We had to move.
Tears slid down my face as I forced a nod. 
“Me first,” he said, though I had to read his lips. “You run when I fire!”
I nodded once more. 
He didn’t even count to three. Nothing. He simply turned around and fired down the street where the men were, forcing their attention on him and the van.
I didn't linger. 
I ran down the street for my life, turning my head once to check if Hector was following—
Bullets fired at me, and I lost my footing as they whizzed past my head. I fell hard, my head slamming into the door of a parked car. My head swam from dizziness. I attempted to get up, but the thudding in my skull was so profound, I fell back on my ass. Shaking my head, I crawled behind the car, taking cover, trying to concentrate as my world tilted on its axis. 
It was too late. 
The gunshots had drowned out the sound of fast, approaching footsteps. A man in a mask stood before me, aiming his gun at my head. I blinked up at him, my terror strangely muted as I looked down the barrel. Instead of shooting, he raised the gun and slammed it against my head.
The world went black. 
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Chapter Thirty Two

Emma

Past

“Boo.”
I opened my raw eyes. 
Theo hovered over me, attempting to smile, though I saw the loaded look of sadness in him. I slowly sat up, glancing quickly at the door. It was closed. Granny was sleeping. I hadn’t left the house in nine days, and she’d looked hopeful I wouldn’t sneak out again. I liked that look on her. The relief. The happiness. 
“What do you want, Theo?” I asked, tightly.
“To make amends.” He placed a cupcake on the bed and then took a large step back, as if giving me space to decide the outcome.
“A cupcake?” I said, dryly. 
“You turned fifteen yesterday.”
My throat closed. I didn’t say anything for some time. I just stared at the cupcake, debating what to do. He had ditched me on the bastion, and I nearly got raped having to get home that night. If it wasn’t for that muscled up stranger, I might have been battling new trauma wounds or, worse, I’d be dead. 
I let out a shaky breath. “I can’t do this anymore, Theo.”
His shoulders dropped. I heard the air leave his lungs in a whoosh. “You promised you’d stay with me, Emma—”
“You promised, too, and you left me,” I cut in harshly. I glared at him, feeling my eyes well up. They were angry tears, though. I pointed my finger at him. “You left me to walk home alone and I had to go through the worst neighbourhoods, Theo! The worst. I almost…”
Now it was Theo’s turn to glance back at the door, like he was worried about Granny’s wrath. Then he looked back at me. “I didn’t think you’d leave the lookout. I thought you'd be there until morning."
“I was there for hours—”
“And I was dumping the bag back at the house. It took longer than I expected.” He ran a hand through his shaggy hair, exasperated. “I was angry at you. You looked at me like I was a liar. It fucking hurt, Emma. So I took the bag back.”
I stared at him hard. I couldn’t be sure he was telling the truth. Nothing he said made sense. Why would he take the bag back? To whom? Whose blood was on the floor? I had spent all week thinking about it, trying to make sense of it, trying even to defend Theo, but more doubts crept in.
“Please believe me,” he implored. “Please, Emma.”
“Why did you go there in the first place?” I tried again, wondering if he’d keep his story straight.
“I told you. I was buying some weed.”
“From that guy in the basement?”
“I thought it was him I needed to buy it from, but it was another dude.”
“Whose blood was on the floor?”
“I don’t know.”
“Where’d you get the bag?”
“When I went down to the basement, I saw it lying there.”
“Then you’d have seen the blood.”
He paused. “I did see it.”
“And you just took the bag even though there was blood on the floor?”
“I did. I took it.” He shrugged. “I…I thought there was obviously some kind of altercation, and you know, these guys are bad, Emma, right? They’re really bad, so if something bad happened, it’s not like they’d call the fucking cops or anything. They’d just clean it up and…I don’t know, leave the bag behind in their rush to hide shit.”
I stewed on his words, trying to believe him.
“Please, Emma,” he begged now. “Come back to Neverland with me. I miss you.”
“Why should I?” I asked. “You’ll just beat more people to a pulp there. You know you could have hurt Curtis, right? He hasn’t been able to leave his house, the last I heard. You could have stopped.”
That fight still startled me. 
A lot of things Theo did startled me, I realised. 
It was only when I was away from it all that I had begun to reflect on it. 
“Guys fight, Emma,” he simply said, shrugging. “I didn’t jump him. It was mutual.”
And it was.
And I hated how much sense he was making. 
Still. He could have stopped. 
“I miss you,” he added, quietly, like it was a hard admission. “Em…I need you. You make the bad go away, you know? I never feel lost when I’m with you.” 
I sighed, the fight leaving my body as I took in his sad face. Defeated, I patted the spot next to me. He took a seat there, his hands clasped together tightly as he looked down at me, waiting for more. I shook my head at myself, at how weak this boy made me. I reached a hand out and forced his hands to unclasp. I grabbed his hand and squeezed it. He squeezed it back, and before I could say another word, he fell back on the bed and forced me down with him. My breath let my lungs in a whoosh, and I let out a short laugh as he pressed his head against mine. He watched me, this content smile spreading on his lips.
“Nightcrawler, you make me happy,” he whispered. 
You make me cry.
I forced a smile. “Theo…” 
Theo, this needs to stop. It’s hurting Granny. It’s hurting me. 
“Can you sing our happy song?” he asked. “It only ever sounds good when it’s coming from you. Julia can’t sing for shit.”
“Julia would do anything for you.”
“I don’t want Julia.”
I hesitated. “Theo…”
“Sing. I don’t mind begging, Em..”
A genuine laugh escaped this time. “Only if you promise to try and do better.”
“Better with what?”
I shrugged. “Just…there’s more to you, Theo. I wish you believed in yourself.”
He nodded, but only to placate me. “Okay.” He rubbed his nose against mine. “Now sing my favourite song.”
I stared into his disarming eyes and let out a long sigh.
I sang Over the Rainbow. 
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Chapter Thirty-Three 

Emma



I opened my eyes and winced from the blinding light. My head throbbed. My body ached. I was bruised and sore everywhere. 
“Daddy, she’s awake!” said a small voice.
Footsteps approached. “Is she now?”
My blood turned cold. I shot up in bed, and hands wrapped around my shoulders. “Calm down, Nightcrawler. You just took a beating to the head.”
His scent hit me. My stomach rolled. I immediately whacked his hands away, scrambling back in the bed I was in. I looked around, trying to take in my surroundings. It was a massive bedroom, with log walls and sparse furniture. Heat was coming from a lit fireplace where pink toys were scattered all along the floor. A familiar little girl stood at the head of the bed, her tiny body angled in my direction, her yellow curls framing a scarred but beautiful little face.
Stasia.
Slowly, head pounding, I turned to the large figure looming over me. He was shirtless, boxing tape wrapped around his knuckles, his blond hair in disarray as he peered down at me, breathing quickly, as though he’d just been through a workout, or maybe he’d beaten someone else up.
His green eyes met mine, and he didn’t smile. His face was empty. “You’re lucky you’re alive, Emma.”
I could barely breathe without wincing. Mindful of Stasia’s presence, I whispered, “What have you done, Theo?”
His eyes flared. “What have I done?”
I looked around the room again. “Where’s Hector? Tell me you haven’t hurt him!”
“Why? You care for that oaf?” He scoffed. “Making friends all over the place, hey, Emma? These big scary dudes, too. Violent and deadly. I thought you said you wouldn’t mess with someone like me again?”
I ignored him, my heart pacing as I tried to build the energy to move. But every time I shifted around the bed, a pain roared so bad, I felt my heart pounding in my ears. 
“You need to rest,” he said, coldly. “Stasia, get Mrs Borden that plate you set aside for her.”
Stasia grinned. “Okay.”
She walked out, her pitter-patter steps fading out of the room. I glared at Theo as he continued to stare down at me. His eyes traced along my body, seeing the flesh through the tattered holes in my top. His tongue was between his teeth as he angled his head to the side, staring deeply at me.
I grabbed the covers and wrapped them around me, hiding my body from his intense stare. My nostrils glared as his eyes shot back up to meet my gaze. 
He grinned, but his voice was mean. “My Stasia made you this food. It ain’t fine dining, like you’re used to. You better fucking eat it and make my daughter smile. Got it?”
I said nothing.
Moments later, the little girl re-entered the room, the hem of her long nightgown skimming along the hardwood floor. She had a small pink plate in her hands and took her time, making sure it was balanced in her grasp.
“Here it is,” she sweetly said, extending the plate out for me to take.
I mustered a smile, taking it from her tiny hands. I caught more burn marks along her knuckles and wrists. My heart clenched. “Thank you, Stasia.”
“It’s peanut butter and jelly,” she declared. 
“I love peanut butter and jelly.”
The sandwich had been cut in half by a very dull blade, given it was still attached to the other half. I pulled it apart and took a small bite as she watched raptly. Theo watched me, too, just as deeply. I ignored him, smiling once more at Stasia. “This is amazing. Thank you, Stasia.”
Stasia beamed. “You’re welcome.”
“Baby girl, go put your puzzle together while I chat to Mrs Borden,” Theo directed her next.
“Okay.”
The second Stasia left, I set the sandwich down, my stomach completely closed. The food had tasted like ash in my mouth. I was going to vomit from fear. I looked around the room as Theo walked to the door and closed it. There was a window, and it was closed. It would be my only bet out of here. When I looked back at Theo, he was looking between me and the window, this amused smile plastered on his stupid face.
“You want to leave?” he asked. 
“Hector,” I retorted. “Where is he?”
“Still droning on about that one?” He walked to the window and opened it wide for me. As he did, I immediately pressed a hand to my bra, feeling for my blade. Looking down my shirt, I didn’t find it. My heart dropped. When I looked back up, he stared knowingly at me. “Yeah, the blade between your tits is gone, Nightcrawler. You want it back or do you want to crawl out of this window? We’re on the second floor. I’d recommend you scale the roof first. There’s a truck at the front. You can jump onto the bed of it. Then you’ve got…oh, I’d say about a three hour walk back to New Raven. Four if you’re going to that disgusting mansion you live in.”
What was he playing at? 
He walked back to the centre of the room, giving me ample space to dive out of the bed and get to the window. I stared him down as I slowly slid out of bed. He shoved his taped hands into his pocket, watching me carefully as I stumbled on my feet. My knees were wobbly, but I didn’t care. I turned to the window and raced for it. 
I instantly felt my heart jump to my throat at his movements at my back. He chased me down, his arms wrapping around my body. He pulled me back into his torso, holding me tightly as I bucked wildly, holding back my screams because I didn’t want to startle his little girl. Was Borden right? Did he use his own kid as a fucking tool?
He pressed his lips against my ear. “Nightcrawler, like old times, hey?”
“Let me go!” I growled. “Theo, get off me!”
“What’s your grand plan when you get out there?  Because if you’re seen in New Raven right now, walking down those shitstain streets, you’re going to get plucked off again, and we ain’t gonna rescue you this time, you feel me?”
He sucked the energy straight out of me as I continued to flail. I went limp, breathing hard.
“Hector…” I panted. “Going back…for Hector…”
He let me go suddenly and I collapsed on the floor like a bag of bones. Pain intensified. I caught my breath, my eyes glued to the floor as I listened to him pace. He walked back to the window and shut it. “Hector’s with us. He’s sorta chained to a chair. That’s not because we’re hurting him or anything, either. He’s just got a lot of energy. Doesn’t want to hear what we have to say. Just wants to know where you’re at. I gotta hand it to Borden, he knows how to pick your saviours, hey?”
He walked around me. I fisted my hands as he came back to me and knelt. He placed the pink plate on the floor and slid it in front of me. He looked at me. His eyes were cold, but his voice was deceptively pleasant. “Eat the fucking sandwich, and then come out. Say thanks to my daughter, and then we’re going to talk. If you’re a good girl, I’ll invite your buddy Hector in. It’ll be fun. We’re going to have a great time, Emma.”
With that he left the room.
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Chapter Thirty-Four 

Emma

I choked down the sandwich, eyeing the window. It would be naive to think I could escape. Theo probably had his boys hanging around. Plus, I couldn’t leave Hector. 
I thought of Borden. He’d know for sure something was up. He’d find Hector’s vehicle abandoned. The two cars shot up. Oh, my God, his men were probably shot up or dead. Granny would be distraught because she’d have been waiting for me to collect Link.
I shut my eyes thinking about my boy.
I needed to be smart. See what Theo wanted. Some of the things he said didn’t make sense, and I needed to get to the bottom of it. He claimed a rescue, and yet I had been whacked in the head by a gun and woken up here. No, he was a liar. He’d always been a fucking liar.
He’d breezed back into my fucking life all over again. He wanted something. Taking me in such a violent way, hurting me…
This wasn’t good.
After I choked down the food, I stood up and slowly crept out. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but the scene in front of me wasn’t it. The large lounge room was homey. There were leather couches and autumn themed pictures on the wall. There was a fireplace, and it was lit, and on a shaggy grey rug sat Stasia, putting together a huge puzzle.
Lincoln loved puzzles.
The room was open concept. On the other side was a mahogany themed kitchen. The log home we were in wasn’t in the best shape, but it was functional and loaded with little kids' stuff. I watched Stasia for some time before finally looking over at Theo. Still shirtless, he was pulling baked cookies out of the oven. It was such a strange sight, seeing him hovering over the cookies with this concentrated look on his face. 
He whistled. “Little flower, your cookies are done and cooling.”
“Yay!” Stasia looked up and went still when she caught me standing near her. Her cheeks went pink. “Hi Emma.”
Theo looked over at me for a fleeting moment—a mercurial look on him—before returning to his cookies. He placed them on a cooling rack and then took off—no word a fucking lie—the flowery kitchen mitts he’d been wearing. 
“You eat junk, Emma?” he asked, that cruel lilt in his tone. “Or are you on one of those fad diets with the prissy gals you hang with with names like Octavana and Serephet?” 
I ignored him because fuck this guy. I moved closer to look at the puzzle Stasia was putting together. I eyed her, trying to discern her. Was she okay? Was Theo awful to her, too? Her scars raised questions. I was disturbed by this whole setting. By the fact that Theo, too, was riddled in violent marks.
“My son, Lincoln, has something like this,” I said as I knelt to her level. “He loves animal puzzles.”
Stasia smiled. “I have a space one, too. Does he like space?”
“You know what? I never got him a space one. I should. He’d like something like that.”
She paused and, suddenly in a hurry, she looked into one of her toy boxes. Leafing through it, she pulled out the space puzzle box. She slid it to me, excited. “He can have this one.”
The space puzzle was cartoonish with animals in astronaut suits floating around planets. “Space and animals? I think he’s going to love that, but I think you should keep it—”
“Daddy gets me puzzles all the time,” she returned quickly. “I have millions…and then I have none.”
I was going to say that was really nice of him, until she said she had none, and now I was thinking this whole thing was fucked up. My mouth closed shut. Instead, I smiled like this was a happy fact.
“Cookies are ready.”
Stasia abandoned her puzzle and hurried into the kitchen. I awkwardly stayed in my spot, not wanting to look at him. My entire body still ached. My clothes were filthy, my shirt torn from when I'd been shoved out of the car. I glanced at a clock above the fireplace. It was night. I’d been here for hours. 
I swallowed down my panic as Stasia returned with two plates of cookies. She set one down for me and, feeling his eyes at the back of head, I picked up a cookie and took a bite. Stasia kept looking at me, her eyes glowing, her smile curious as she watched me eat. I wasn’t sure what that was about, but the way Theo had pushed me to eat her food made me think that it meant something to her that I did. 
She didn’t question my fresh bruises or shitty state. Lincoln would have. It would have been so out of the ordinary for him to see me all cut up. Yet to Stasia, she looked past that, like it was an everyday occurrence. That made me frown. 
“Do you like them?” she asked me. 
“The cookies? Yes.”
She shyly returned to her puzzle. “Wanna do this one?”
I wasn’t going to say no, but it was hard as fuck saying yes. So, I nodded. I mostly watched her put it together, the lump in my throat so heavy, I was going to choke. She was so fucking little. So innocent. Her green eyes would occasionally look toward me, making sure I was still there. I forced a smile every time, fighting back the tears swimming behind my eyes.
What had Theo done to her?
I thought of the kids we met in Neverland. The ones that were bruised and hurt and sad. I almost thought Stasia fit the bill, but she didn’t appear sad. 
We put together a princess puzzle, and she grinned ear to ear, staring down at it. Her fingers brushed against the castle, and then her gaze settled on the cartoonish looking royal family. She traced the little princess, the father, and then she lingered around the mother. Her smile slowly faded as she stared at the Queen.
“You look like this little princess,” I whispered, pointing at the blonde haired princess standing between her royal parents. “She even has green eyes.”
Stasia’s smile returned. Her cheeks reddened and my heart soared despite everything. “Yeah, it’s me, and that’s daddy…” She trailed off, saying nothing else.
We worked on another puzzle. My back felt like it was on fire. I still forced down the cookies, hoping this would placate the fucking asshole still pacing around the kitchen.
“Bed time, sweetheart,” Theo declared a short time later. “Say good night to Emma.”
I let out a relieved breath when she obediently got up. Without expecting it, she launched at me, wrapping her arms around my neck. “Good night, Emma.”
My body roared in pain, but I swallowed down a groan and gently hugged her back. She smelled like bubblegum shampoo and fresh detergent. Theo was a dick but at least he was taking care of her. 
She took her plate back into the kitchen, leaving mine behind. My cookies were half-eaten and I speculated Theo was going to give me a hard time about it. I needed to be calm, and to appease the fucker if I wanted to get out of this situation. 
I took another bite, my jaw aching as I chewed. 
“Brush your teeth, alright,” I heard him tell her in a hushed voice. “I can’t be there for it tonight, but pretend I am. I want them sparkling clean.”
“I will,” she assured him. Then she whispered very quietly, “Daddy, is Emma going to be my mommy?”
I stilled, shocked by her question. 
“Baby, we talked about this,” Theo whispered back. Even he sounded like he disapproved of this question. “Get some sleep, okay?”
“Okay, daddy. I promise. I love you.”
“I love you, too.”
I coughed around my food at his tenderness. Some serious Jekyll and Hyde shit. I had been physically assaulted by his guys, and currently being mocked right in front of his daughter, whom he treated like his royal princess. And I had to go along with it—wanted to, even—because I couldn’t bear to shed the truth about him in front of her. 
She left the room, and silence filled the space now. I dropped the cookie down on the plate, tempted to spit the bite out of my mouth because it was coated in blood. My teeth had cut through my gums on my fall, re-opening now as I ate.
I heard him move around the kitchen. I slowly turned my body around to glimpse at him. He was filling a tupperware up with the cookies. His blond hair was unkempt, falling over his forehead. There was a bruise under his right eye, but it was old and healing. His lip was freshly cut up. Then there was that scar running down his face, and just above his other eye was another old bruise.
Theo looked mean. 
He used to look charming when we were teenagers. The light had faded out of him over the years. I felt like maybe it’d been chipped out of him bit by bit. A guess, perhaps, but the way he went from being sweet to his daughter to looking at me like scum made me wonder. 
“Where’s her mother?” I asked, not hiding the fact that I’d overheard her. 
Theo’s shoulders tensed for a beat, but otherwise he seemed unphased. “Did you know that eight big gangs teamed up to fuck with your husband’s shit? Eight, Emma. Did you know there were that many under your husband’s nose? It’s like the maggots can sense a vacuum on the horizon. See, they seem to understand the recipe for it. All they have to do is pluck you off, and then your kid. Once they do that, Borden will be impulsive enough to go hunting with guns blazing. Gives me Kate Davenoth vibes just thinking about it.” He faked a shudder. “I wonder if he thinks about Kate Davenoth. If he wishes she were still here. If he’d choose her over you. What do you think?”
If he was going to play this fucking game, I’d play it, too. “She must not have a mother,” I mused in response. “No mother would have their kid around someone like you. What poor soul did you trick into getting into bed with you?”
Theo looked at me, amused. “I almost tricked you once, didn’t I?”
“Almost, and thank fuck I got out when I did.”
His amusement faded fast. His eyes narrowed on mine. The fury was there, just beneath the surface. My words were triggering him, the way his triggered me. It was tit for tat. A vicious exchange. We hid behind a wall, not wanting to face the real words we’d spit in each other’s faces if we were bold enough to.
I wanted to be bold enough.
But I didn’t know exactly what he was capable of. Would he kill me? Was he keeping me here to lure Borden? Had he killed Hector and was lying to me that he was chained in some chair somewhere? I was playing with fire. I needed to stop. 
“Theo,” I started again, kinder this time. “What am I doing here? Why did you hurt me and take me?”
“Hurt you,” he repeated tightly. “Nightcrawler, I fucking saved you.”
I waited for the punchline, but his viciousness told me he wasn’t actually lying.
The front door beside the kitchen opened, cutting us off. A man stood at the threshold, sighing irritably. “Hurry along now.”
I heard groaning, followed by shuffling feet. A huge figure followed after the man, limping between steps. My heart caught in my throat as I jumped to my feet, racing to Hector. I ignored my own pains because his were far more serious. His face was covered in blood. He held his arm tightly to his chest as he slowly and stiffly entered the small log home.
“Hector,” I whispered, coming up to him.
“Em,” he murmured, his face relaxing when he looked at me. “You alright, sweetheart?”
I nodded. I raised my hands to his face, brushing away the hair. “You’re hurt.”
Nobody stopped me from touching him. Theo lingered nearby, watching the entire thing. His men, three of them, walked in the room, situating themselves around it. I took Hector’s arm and slowly guided him into the living room.
“Is your arm broken?” I whispered.
“I don’t know,” he replied.
“Did they do this?”
His lips formed a frown. “No.”
Was Theo telling me the truth then? That he had actually saved me? I considered that as I helped take a seat in the armchair by the fireplace. He stared down at the puzzle pieces by his feet with confusion. His brown eyes shot to mine in question. I simply offered a quick nod that told him: Yes, there’s a child here. Yes, I’m confused too.
“I could have been more mindful,” Hector whispered to me now, looking guilty. “We shouldn’t have gone to Shaunie’s in the first place. I fucked up.”
I shook my head. “It’s not a way to live, Hector, having to worry about such things.”
“It was never this bad, is all,” he said. “Never this bad.”
I held his hand tightly, squeezing it reassuringly. That seemed to only make him sadder. Theo offered his men food from the fridge. I looked up, watching as they made plates full of cold sausages and roast potatoes. They chomped down on the food with such urgency, like they’d been without for a while. 
“Take some back for Mal,” Theo uttered quietly. “Make sure the guys are stocked up. None of this scrap shit anymore.”
They nodded in return, thanking him. He turned to look at me. I looked away just in time, returning my attention to Hector’s bloodied face. I ran my fingers over his cheeks, searching for the source of blood. I found a gash on his forehead. 
“Gotta clean you up,” I told him.
He began to argue but I was already moving. The men paused eating as I entered the kitchen, checking the drawers. I sidestepped Theo, who stared peculiarly at me. 
“I need rags,” I said. “And an antiseptic cleanser.”
I paused to look at him, waiting. The men waited, too, with bated breath. What were they worried about? That he’d flip the fuck out on me? If I wasn’t his captive, then I should be free to have this shit. 
Theo simply knocked at the cupboard door under the sink. “In here.”
He moved aside as I dropped down to the ground to open it. I found a medicine bag and bandages. Just before I got up, Theo bent down, placing a small silver bowl beside me. I looked up at him in surprise, but he had already turned away, making a plate of food for himself.
I filled the bowl up with warm water before returning to Hector. To my surprise, one of the men had placed a wooden kitchen chair next to Hector’s armchair. Glancing at the bearded man, I simply nodded my thanks and took a seat. 
“Can you take your jacket off?” I asked Hector.
Hector grunted, stretching an arm out. I immediately worked on his jacket, slowly peeling it off him. His white tee was soaked in blood. I winced at the sight. “Hector, were you stabbed?”
“Something got stuck in me. Just once.”
It was in his shoulder. Thankfully it wasn’t deep, and the blood had dried, but holy shit, he was in a bad way. I peeled the white shirt off next. His muscled torso was heavily bruised, some of the bruises darker than the tattoos he donned. I wiped at his face first, cleaning out the gash on his forehead. He shut his eyes, his lips pressed tightly as he swallowed down his pain. Vaguely, I was aware of Theo’s presence drawing close. 
“You’re in rough shape, Hector,” I said softly.
“You should see the other guy,” Theo cut in, amused. “Fucker needs more than a bandaid.”
“A body bag, you mean,” the bearded one chuckled.
I didn’t know what to say to that. I had so many questions, but I was also painfully conscious of the other men in the room. This was Theo’s space. The men beckoned to him. He’d always had that effect on others. He was in control here, and while Borden liked me inserting myself in his domain, I couldn’t assume Theo was the same.
Still.
He wanted something. 
After I cleaned up the gash and bandaged it, I finally looked over at Theo. Still shirtless, in some workout pants, his taped hand wrapped around a sausage as he demolished it. His chews slowed when his eyes caught mine.
“How long are you going to keep us here?” I asked. 
Theo finished off the sausage and licked at his fingers. “I ain’t keeping you. You want to go? Be my guest.”
I looked at his men. They were so busy with their food, they weren’t paying us any attention. 
He wasn’t giving me the right answer, which meant I wasn’t asking the right question. 
“Why did you help us, Theo?” 
His eyes lit up now, like I’d nailed it. “Your husband is under intense violence. Every day it seems something of his is going up in flames. He currently doesn’t have enough firepower to ward off over a dozen gangs who have joined forces to eliminate him.”
Hector’s eyes opened. He was listening very closely. I looked at him and back at Theo. I stared at him for some time, my mind ticking with the past, connecting the dots. “How long have you been here, underground, Theo?” 
He smirked. “A while.”
“Trying to make a big move?”
“No big move.”

I pointed at his men. “You’ve recruited these guys.”
“They came to me.”
“The Lost Boys are back?”
He grinned. “Nightcrawler, we never left.”
I fumed, shaking my head. “No, you did. You were gone.”
“Yeah, well, they didn’t go anywhere.”
“Fine, call it whatever you want. You’re back to your old ways, then.”
“We’re simply observers, Emma dear.”
Hector blew out an incredulous breath. “Bullshit. You’ve been fucking with Borden, too.” He gripped my arm, pointedly saying, “Need I remind you that Jason got killed by one of these Lost Boys. The only reason we found that out is because we caught the fucker and took care of him.”
Probably not the best thing to say in the company of Lost Boys. But judging by the fact I already knew this, I could tell Hector was purposely stirring the pot. Theo’s men looked at him, but it wasn’t rage in their eyes. They looked almost choked up.
Theo frowned. “Barrett made a mistake. He paid for it. As did Borden’s man. It was a firefight exchange based on misinformation. He thought it was a different target. He mistook Barrett and my men for breaking into Borden’s business. They hadn’t. It got ugly both ways. As such, Barrett came forward and took responsibility for his actions. He paid the price because he didn’t want us to bleed for his mistakes.”
Hector’s lips thinned. If he didn’t believe Theo, he didn’t say it. He simply absorbed the information, while I reeled, trying to understand. 
“You’re still not answering me,” I said, impatiently. “Why did you help us?”
“Why did we show up in that white van?" Oh, my God.  "Because Borden needs help,” Theo returned. 
Despite my shock, I shot him a salty smile. “In exchange for what?”
“That’s between Borden and me.”
Hector grunted in pain as he slowly twisted his body to look at Theo. “He doesn’t need your help.”
Theo grinned as he leaned over, relaxing his arms against the back of the couch. He stared at us, each individually for seconds at a time. Then he said, “If his men were enough, he’d have been able to put these fucks underground. And before you even tell me he’s partners with the Warlords, need I remind you they’re the fucking reason he’s in this mess to begin with?”
I opened my mouth to protest. “That’s a lot of firepower on his side, Theo—”
“If he accepts any help from the bikers, he looks weak.” Theo scoffed. “Every time a biker steps foot in New Raven, Borden loses more of his power. The only time he has ever been at the peak of his ruthlessness was when Kate Davenoth bit the dust. Does it need to get pushed that far? Should you or your little boy have to eat a bullet to revive the Borden everyone loathed and feared?”
What did it matter to him what happened to Link or me? But I never got to know because Hector’s body shook, his anger boiling to the surface. “You think your little boys that hide in the shadows are gonna change things, Theo?”
“Damn straight,” Theo returned swiftly, undeterred by Hector’s mocking voice. “He needs us. We’re the key to his success.”
“I’d like to see you convince him of that.”
Theo’s voice was full of certainty. “When he gets here, I will.”
And just like that, he answered my next question.
Borden was coming.
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Chapter Thirty-Five 

Emma



I had cleaned Hector up to the best of my abilities. We were still in the living room. I had migrated to the couch, fighting to keep my eyelids open. Theo was in and out of the house. Two of his men stayed behind, keeping guard outside Stasia’s bedroom. I heard Theo bark out orders. He wanted people stationed around the house.
They were preparing for Borden’s arrival.
I’d used the bathroom once—just once—to get a lay of the house in case Theo had lied about me being allowed to leave. During that time, the men didn’t so much as blink in my direction. But they got extremely stiff when I looked down the hallway to where Stasia’s bedroom was (her bedroom door decorated by her pink, flowery drawings). 
I backed away from the hallway, understanding that some boundaries weren’t okay to be crossed.
“You believe him?” I whispered to Hector.
Hector turned his tired eyes to me. “Funny enough, I fucking do.”
“What do you think he wants?”
Hector shook his head. “I don’t know. Something ain’t right about it.”
I agreed. 
I kept my eyes glued on Theo’s men. The way they catered to Theo and each other. The marks on their bodies. The look of pain in their eyes. Yes, these were Lost Boys, and they went to him. For purpose, or because they were lonely—I wasn’t sure.
But they were hurting in their own ways.
And I didn’t know what to make of it.
It was two in the morning when the sound of engines drowned the air. My heart pumped with adrenaline. The Warlords were here, too. Hector stiffened at the sound of motorcycles, his face falling when he realised he’d have to face them. I grabbed his hand, and he relaxed slightly. 
Theo was in the kitchen when headlights flooded through the kitchen window. He was downing a glass of milk, his skin slick with sweat because he’d been warring with a punching bag outside for the last hour. The sounds were so constant, they’d nearly put me to sleep.
I stood up from the couch, ready to see my husband. Theo stared at me for some time, an unreadable look in his eye as I rounded the couch, waiting.
I jumped when a bullet sliced through the air suddenly. Hector jumped out of his seat, his pains forgotten. Theo’s eyes continued to stare me down, the sound sliding off him like water.
“THEO!” Borden screamed. I tensed at the sheer rage in my husband’s voice. The entire room vibrated with the sound of it. “GIVE ME BACK MY FUCKING WIFE!” 
“They’re drawing guns, Theo,” one of his men stated, peering out the kitchen window. “They’re about to storm the house, man.”
Theo’s eyes shot to the hallway. To Stasia’s room. My heart skipped a beat. Suddenly, the door thundered with force. I raced across the room, hurrying to it. The door splintered and then broke down with the next kick. I paused in my step as Theo cut in front of me, his arm shooting out to stop me.
My eyes were wide, my breathing fast as I watched my husband stand in the doorway, his terrifying form outlined by the inky night. His face was so dark, so terrifying, I almost didn’t recognize him as he stepped into the room, his hand clenched tightly around a gun. 
“Borden, stop,” I said, moving past Theo. “Stop, baby. I’m fine.”
But Borden’s eyes were glued to Theo’s. “Motherfucker has a death wish.”
I stood between them, holding my arms out on each side. “Please, Borden. Wait.”
Theo’s eyes were hard on Borden’s. “I let you get this close, Borden—”
Borden thundered past me. He shoved at Theo’s chest, spitting curses. “You let me get this close?”
My skin prickled with awareness. The bikers were outside. Theo’s men were everywhere, they just couldn’t see them. And the men inside were both guarding Stasia’s room and looking enraged that their leader was being pushed around.
This was going to get ugly. 
I rushed to Borden’s side, grabbing at his arm, tugging him back, away from Theo. I’d never seen him so angry. His veins protruded from his neck. His body was taut, standing tall, his muscles clenched as he readied himself for a fight.
“Stop, Borden,” I begged. “Baby, he saved us. Okay? He saved us.”
At my words, Borden tore his gaze away from Theo. He stared down at me, and his entire body shuddered for a moment. I’d broken through. It seared me with relief that I could do it when he was like this. He gripped me by the arm and hauled me into his chest, wrapping me tightly against him. His heart was beating raucously against me. I felt his fear and his relief. 
“No fighting,” I whispered to him. “His daughter is here, Borden. She’s in the next room. Please.”
If he heard me, he didn’t show it. He simply returned his attention back to Theo. “I know you have men on your property. They’ve been disbanded before we even showed. I know there’s a safehouse underneath our feet. I also know your little girl’s not in her room but down there as we speak. Don’t fucking try and tell me you let me into this house, motherfucker. I already knew where to find you the second you took my woman.”
I risked a glance at Theo as he replied, “Where were your men when your girl was attacked? She’d be floating in the river by now if we hadn’t intervened. You ought to be thanking me.”
Borden’s body went still. He stopped breathing. Shit. 
“I can help you,” Theo said next. “You can’t be everywhere at once. You don’t have enough men to fight these guys. Hundreds of them, Borden. Scattered all over this rotting city, and my boys know where to find them. You feeling me?”
Borden didn’t respond. 
He just stared at Theo, his hold on me tight. 
“How many more men do you want buried?” Theo pressed. “How many more wives do you want grieving? What if it’s your boy next?”
Now I wrapped my arms around Borden, holding him tight because I felt the tremor in him. Felt his heart pound harder. He was furious. A ticking time bomb. I was scared he was going to blow.
“Where’s Hector?” asked a familiar voice. Footsteps sounded behind Borden. Hawke’s giant body stopped beside us. He sounded lethal. “Give me my brother.”
“He’s all yours,” Theo returned, his eyes still glued on Borden. Hawke’s breath thinned as he caught sight of Hector. He raced to him as Theo kept his attention focused on my husband. “I’ll give you time to think about it, Borden.”
“Nothing to think about,” Borden barked back. “I don’t make deals with snakes.”
Theo grinned. “I’ll be waiting.”
He turned away from us, disappearing down the hallway and to Stasia’s bedroom. His men followed. Within seconds, it was just Borden, Hawke, Hector and I in the room. Hawke inspected Hector quickly as Borden’s chest moved rapidly, his thoughts firing through him. He looked down at me, his hands roaming my torn shit.
“How bad are you hurt, Doll?” he asked, his voice strangled.
“Bruises, mostly,” I answered. “Nothing serious. Hector needs more attention than me.”
Borden’s jaw tensed as he glared at Hawke. Hawke caught the look and sighed resignedly. Unspoken words exchanged. Something had gone down between them.
“Come back,” I whispered, prodding him in the chest.
But Borden looked flayed wide open, unable to respond or even look at me. 
“We gotta be careful leaving?” Hawke wondered as he helped Hector along.
Borden barely blinked, stating matter-of-factly, “They’ll be gone by now.”
I turned around, looking at all the puzzles and toy boxes still scattered around the place. What about Stasia’s toys? Did Theo leave it all behind every time? Was that why she said he always got her stuff? My heart sank. 
Before we left, I made sure to grab the space puzzle. 
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Chapter Thirty-Six 

Emma

Past

I felt like I was living two lives. One half of me was invested in my life at home with Granny. She never stopped trying, and I was starting to realise she had a never ending reserve of effort. I still held back, despite feeling a desire to open up to her.
But I had Theo, and that was the other half of me I was invested in. Our nights out with the kids our age. With the fun parties and the sneaky spots he took me to. With the fights that Theo always came out on top of, and the night breeze on my face when I ran, and he chased me. 
Yes, this was a double life. I was dangling between living on the line. Being the perfect granddaughter. The perfect honour roll student. The young girl with hopes and dreams. Pretending to be happy. Pretending—pretending—pretending, until I hoped it would stick. 
The other part dangled precariously over darkness. It represented the unknown. An exciting venture into a world where bleeding hearts could come together and survive against the pains of our past. We’d been discarded by our parents and forgotten. We were invisible to the real world, but amongst us bleeding hearts, we saw each other. 
We existed. 
We were important. 
◆◆◆
 
It was another fight night. It seemed like they were happening more and more lately. I pushed through the throng of teenagers, trying to get to the ring and to Theo. I frowned, noticing a lot of these kids weren’t part of our Lost crew. They needed him more than these strangers. Didn’t Theo know that?
I found Theo in the centre, making bets with the kid he was fighting against. They’d pooled their money in a basket. More shit was being added. A golden chain. A cell phone. The boy he was fighting was named Miles and he didn’t look like a boy at all, but an actual young man with tattoos everywhere. His hair was long, and he looked hard but not the sort of hard we bumped into on our side of town.
Theo noticed the looks I was giving the guy. He grinned and whispered in my ear, “He’s a poser. I’m going to wipe the floor clean of him.”
“Then be quick about it. I thought we were going for a walk together.”
“I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
Except he was missing it for a fight. 
I ground my teeth together, channelling some patience. He got his hands all taped up. So did the other guy. It felt a little more real with that boxing tape. Like this wasn’t a silly little punch up the boys got into every now and again for stuff. In fact, there was a lot of stuff. I stared down at the winning basket, piled high. I saw a bag of white stuff and my frown turned to alarm. 
Theo had said he’d dumped the backpack.
I looked back up at him. He was talking to the boys. There was a smile on his face, like he was at peace, except his body was tight. Something was up with him. 
I came closer to him, and then he looked at me. “Hey.”
I pressed my hand against his cheek, redirecting his face to look at me. I stared into his eyes, trying to see if his pupils were dilated. They seemed normal.
“What is it?” Theo asked.
“Just looking.”
No, he wasn’t high. I relaxed my shoulders.
“Hey, how about we add that girl to the mix?” Miles hollered, laughing. “Put your fine little ass inside that basket, beautiful!”
Theo smiled and looked back at the guy. “You’d like that, huh?”
“Hell yeah! She could do with a little less trash in her life. Too many dates at the garbage tip will drive a girl mad.”
Guys around him laughed. None of the Lost Boys laughed.
Theo continued to smile.
They didn’t see it. They didn’t know when Theo was pissed off. When he went dark, he had a tell. He’d roll his shoulders, and he’d smile wide. You thought he was happy, but he was crazy. I only knew this because I could tell the difference. When Theo was truly happy, his face was at peace. When he was pissed, this sick persona came out of him. It made him look more eerie than anything under the lightbulb swinging in the centre of the room. 
I stepped back. Maybe I should have said something, but what chance did I have? Within moments, a whistle sounded and the fight started. 
But it wasn’t a fight. 
Not really.
Theo usually played with his meat. He didn’t play with his meat tonight. He came at Miles like a gorilla. He pummelled him down to the cement ground with brutal force. Miles screamed. The landing was violent for Miles. His body was twisted in such a strange way. It happened so quickly, nobody could comprehend. Theo rained his fists down on him. Miles barely got to have a punch in.
Cheers turned to gasps and then…silence.
Blood sprayed and my heart stopped and nobody did a thing. 
“Theo!” I screamed, moving to him now. “Theo!” I grabbed at his arm but he was using it to punch an unmoving Miles. I jumped on him again, begging him to listen. It was impossible to get him to stop. He swung his fists and I wound up getting swung around, violently falling off his back and landing on the ground.
Everyone scattered straight away. Some of the girls were screaming. I shook hard, my shock growing, my body unable to move as Theo beat Miles. Sounds erupted out of Miles. Crunching noises. I turned to the side and vomited. Nothing came out. I stood up on wobbly legs and screamed, “YOU’RE KILLING HIM!”
Theo was in a trance. I couldn’t pull him back from it. I charged at him and shoved at his shoulders, and he staggered forward. Whoever had remained seemed to rouse from their horror and came at Theo, pulling him off an unconscious Miles. Wide-eyed, I watched Theo buck his body around, his teeth clenched, saliva spilling out of the corners of his mouth. Like a rabid dog, he flailed with the urge to continue his beating.
I’d never been so scared in my life. It seemed like forever when his body finally gave out, and he laid there, on the floor, panting. 
The Lost Boys didn’t know what to do. They hovered over Miles. One of them kicked gently at Miles’ body, but he didn’t move.
Police sirens cut through the air, growing closer. That sparked Theo to get up and the boys to leave. He grabbed the basket of winnings and then came to me. I flinched when his hand grabbed at my arm.
“Get up!” he said.
I was too shocked. 
“Emma!”
I shook my head. 
He fumed, looking down at the basket of winnings and then at me. Growling, he threw the basket to the ground and used his strength to haul me to my feet. He raced out of there, dragging me along, keeping me upright. The air was dry. I tumbled and fell, scraping my body against the road. My mouth hit the ground, and blood flooded my mouth. I didn’t feel any of it. Theo kept dragging me, determined to get me away from the police. 
“Someone ratted us out,” he seethed. “This is why we don’t bring in people, Em. And this is why we don’t stay in one spot. We always gotta move. The second we’re discovered, everyone will know where we are. Can’t let that happen.”
I said nothing. 
◆◆◆
 
I was still breathing hard when I got home. Theo had dropped me off and stood outside my house, waiting for me to go in. I didn’t look back at him once. I’d said nothing to him since he’d fought Miles. 
The damn porch light was on, so Granny knew I was gone. I shakily took off my necklace key and put it in the door. It took a few attempts, but I got in. I shut the door to the sight of Theo standing there, staring at me.
The house was quiet. The smell of fresh sausage rolls and pot pie filled the air. I swayed. Then I gripped the walls as I moved, my legs aching, my mouth still tasting like blood. I entered the kitchen, grabbed a glass of water and filled it. 
Some part of me was detached.
I tried so hard not to think about it. I didn’t want to relive the sounds of the crunching, or the awkward angle in which Miles’ body hit the ground.
I choked the water down as I gaped at the table where a plate of mudcake sat, wrapped in gladwrap, waiting for me. My eyes filled with tears. Granny. I moved to it, despite looking and feeling like a mess, despite seeing Theo beat a boy until he was bleeding and unconscious—
I sat down at the table and I unwrapped the mudcake. 
I cried like a baby as I ate it. 
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Hector didn’t come home with us. The bikers took care of him despite his initial reluctance. The ride back with Borden was quiet. He watched me intermittently as he drove. His gaze lingered on me at traffic stops; I felt dissected, like he was trying desperately to get into my head. 
I didn’t want him to see the havoc. My mind was a mess and I was emotional. I wanted to see Link. I just needed to see that he was okay. I kept thinking of Stasia. Of her little hands, her scarred face, the way she watched me tentatively as I ate, like she was experiencing it with me.
I needed to understand what was wrong with her because the same thing was wrong with Theo. There was something…off about them. Despite his arrogance, Theo’s first instinct was to stare down the corridor where her bedroom was. That was not the action of a man that didn’t care for his daughter.
“Is she going to be my mommy?”
My breath held in my lungs at the memory.
It was almost four in the morning when we arrived at the big black gates of our estate. I stared numbly at Borden’s men as they watched us enter. Some of the men were visibly armed, roaming the grounds in plain sight. I’d never seen so many at home before. 
Before Borden had even turned off the engine, I’d climbed out of the car and hurried to the house. My sole mission was to see Link. Everything else didn’t matter. I entered the house, my breaths ragged as I climbed the long staircase, my legs shuddering from the bruising and tiredness.
Lincoln’s white noise machine was on. It calmed me just hearing it as I approached his room, my lips trembling. I stared at Link’s little body asleep in his bed. Near tears, I felt like I was barely hanging on. I looked around his room, at all his toys and the mess he’d made when Granny looked after him here. Borden said he’d rounded her and Link here while he’d been out to get me. I was glad she wasn’t awake. I wouldn’t have been able to keep it together in front of her.  
I’d always hated this fucking house, but now…now I felt a little better seeing the home we were building. The mess and the imperfections, the little joys on the walls Link had stuck his drawings on. I wished there were more of them. I thought of Stasia’s door—of her rainbow scribbles, her adorable attempt at writing her name—and a lump formed in my throat.
Swallowing it down, I pushed away from the door and turned around. I stilled. Patiently waiting on the other end, in front of our bedroom, stood Borden. He looked haunted under the dim light. His face was raw from utter exhaustion. His hair was in disarray. It was a look I was getting to know pretty well from my husband, but tonight it seemed all the more amplified by the deep vulnerability in his eyes as he stared at me.
He seemed unnerved by my quiet. He kept waiting for me to talk, and I was saying nothing. 
I walked to him, trying my hardest not to wince at the bruises. I needed to get out of my tattered clothes and inspect myself closely. I stopped in front of him, peering up at him. His plump lips were pursed. He looked me over, and I could tell he wanted to touch me. Wanted to hold me desperately. But his nostrils flared instead, and darkness overtook him. He turned away and stomped into the bedroom. I followed after him, catching the wide space he was putting between us. He took a seat on the edge of the bed. Resting his elbows on his knees, he stared numbly at a spot on the floor.
I sat down next to him. 
We said nothing, and then it seemed, as the silence mounted by the second, that it was like we were saying everything all at once.
He rubbed his stubbled cheeks. Fisted his hand. Blew out a breath. He started contritely, “Emma…”
“Don’t,” I whispered, weakly.
“I came close to losing you.”
I shook my head. “You didn’t.”
“Emma.” His voice was hard. 
I got up. “I need to shower, Borden.”
I stiffly walked to the bathroom, feeling his eyes on every part of me.
“I made a promise to you in this very bed,” he said, halting me in my tracks. “I broke it.”
I turned around. “You can’t control everything, Borden. When will you get that? There will always be a threat.”
“I’ll kill it.”
“Not if it kills you first.”
If it kills us first…
I couldn’t bear to say those words, but I didn’t need to.
He understood perfectly. 
His eyes looked bloodshot. “You regretting it all?” 
My brows furrowed. “What?”
Now he wouldn’t look at me as he pointed to the floor. “This.” 
This.
He meant us.
I swallowed, my mouth opening. There was a moment of hesitation. He caught it, but it wasn’t what he thought it was. His face fell, and he stood up, pacing now. Helpless, I watched my husband as he deteriorated in front of me. “Borden—”
“I knew it was only a matter of time,” he said. His composure was all gone. His shoulders tensed. He fisted his hands again. “It’s why I pushed you away all that time ago.”
“It was different then,” I returned. “You didn’t want a repeat of Kate.”
“This IS a repeat of Kate,” he vehemently returned. “Except you’re dying while you’re alive, and it’s tearing me apart.”
“It’s been a bloodbath for months! I am trying to deal with it the best I can, Borden—”
“You don’t even turn to me!”
“You’re never around!”
His eyes widened. “Because I’m trying to fix this!”
“By finding other ways to hide your dirty money?” I argued, my face twisting. “We’re right in front of you, Borden, but all you do is breeze through the room, pretend everything is alright when you’re secretly burying bodies—”
“I’m fighting on all fronts, Doll,” he retorted, chest moving rapidly. “Blood flowing in the streets, flowing from my men, and I gotta watch the light leave your eyes every time you look at me? Forgive me for not wanting to involve you in that terror—”
“I never said that!” I hissed. “Don’t put words in my mouth. Somewhere along the way you stopped coming to me, too, Borden. You stopped letting me know how ugly it was getting. You can’t shoulder it all yourself. You keep trying to put out fires, but the inferno is getting out of hand. You can’t do this alone anymore!”
He spread his arms wide. “I have no choice!”
“Then you are seeing the consequences play out in front of you.”
That stopped him dead in his tracks. He tilted his head, peering down at me solemnly. “You think I don’t know that? You think it hasn’t been fucking with my head, Emma?”
I watched him now as his face tensed. I didn’t get a chance to respond as he paced the room. With all that rage and pain in him, the room felt so small with him in it. 
“Borden—”
“I can’t live through today again—”
“Calm down—”
“I thought he took you,” he said, his words flooding out of him, growing louder. “I got a fucking call that you were gone and I thought I’d lost you, Emma. Thought that was it. Thought of how I was going to send our little boy somewhere very far away from here. Somewhere nobody would ever find him!” Suddenly he slammed a palm against the wall nearest to me, breathing hard. Bumping his forehead to it, he shut his eyes, his voice breaking. “Then I thought of eating a bullet, alleycat. Because I am poison. I am fucking death to whoever gets close. I can’t have anything good in this life without digging myself into a bigger fucking hole. I always wanted to be a better man. Always wanted to be worthy of your love, but I can’t get it fucking right. I’ll always be that fucking kid on the streets.” He nodded to himself, believing his words. “That hopeless fucking thug, chasing his high, hoping one day that shit would kill me.” 
He turned his head to look at me, his eyes shining with unshed tears. “I can’t get it right, baby. I can’t get it fucking right.”
My eyes ached. “Borden, stop.”
He shook his head and then came at me, fury in him now as he pointed at me. “You can’t even look at me these days. You know that? You’re here, but you’re not really here. You cry in your nightmares. You talk about being lonely. I fuck you to close the gap, and all it does is make it bigger. You’re always hiding your pain. I don’t take it away from you anymore, Doll. I don’t make shit better for you—”
“That’s not true—”
“I’m not good for you—”
“You are—”
“How could you ever love something as hideous as me? You had rose-coloured glasses—”
“That’s not true!”
His torment shone like never before. Angry tears burning his eyes but they would not fall. “I am a walking dead man, baby, and I’ll only take you down with me. I ought to fucking let you and our boy go—”
“Borden—”
“But I love you. God-fucking-dammit, I love you, Emma.” Now his voice broke as he collapsed at my feet, wrapping his large arms around my legs. “Please, baby, don’t leave me. I can’t be without you. Don’t leave me. Don’t…”
I’d never seen Marcus Borden fall apart before. 
I wondered if it had ever happened.
“I fucked up. I fucked up again, baby. I can’t get it the fuck right…”
He was terrified. He was heartbroken. He was pained. He held me so tight, like Lincoln did when he’d had a nightmare. He reminded me of those lost boys I grew up with. Of Theo holding my hand, squeezing it tight, asking me to never let him go.
And I did.
I let Theo go and now I was sobbing, my tears burning my cheeks as they fell mercilessly. I buried my fingers in Borden’s hair, holding him to me. We both failed. We both broke promises we couldn’t keep. 
And Borden was terrified of losing me.
He was waiting for me to walk.
“I’m never leaving you,” I whispered. “Never, Marcus. I love you.”
He shook so hard, I thought he was having a fit. I dropped down to his level and put my hands to his cheeks, but he refused to look at me. He looked down at the floor, his lips parted; he didn’t hold himself high. He didn’t feel like a man worthy of my love, or the love of our son. 
It killed me.
“We got off track,” I said to him gently. “We wandered in different directions, but we’re not so far apart that we can’t find each other again.”
His blue eyes finally looked up, meeting mine. “You make me vulnerable, Emma.”
“I know.”
“It burns, Doll.” He pounded at his chest. “It hurts in here in a way I have never felt before, and just when I think I can take it, I wake up to more agony. It twists me apart with grief, and then I think…there was a time you weren’t in my life, but maybe…I don’t know, maybe you were always there. Maybe we crossed paths. Maybe you were always a few steps away from me and I didn’t know it.” He hangs his head low again, guilt-riddled. “I feel selfish that I put myself in your path, and I ask myself whether I would have still put you in my crosshairs if I knew what you were going to endure…”
“Yes,” I answered for him, my voice rough. “Yes, you would have.”
But he didn’t look too sure. “Doll, I’m not a good man. You and Lincoln are the only good things about me, and even then, I can’t take credit for it. You’ve been raising him, and he’s all you, and if you were gone, I’d fucking destroy him because there is nothing good or pure I can impart on him.” He scoffed bitterly. “I am like that disappearing boy from your past, aren’t I? Theo took a toll on you. Like I am doing to you right now.”
I blinked rapidly, shocked and breathless. He’d dug more information somehow. It didn’t even bother me. I was ready for him to know—to understand. But it was important he knew this one thing I was about to tell him. I pressed my hands against his cheeks, forcing him to look at me. His sad eyes met mine, and I felt my voice break.
“When you blow, I can hold you back from the brink,” I whispered. “You shake your head a little, like you’re waking up from a dream. You see sense. You see me. You don’t go so far beyond the point of no return that I can’t get through to you.” My lips trembled. “You’re nothing like Theo. You fucking love hard, Borden, but it’s not a toxic or selfish love. You take care of us. You have breathed life into me, baby. I wasn’t living until you found me. And if there’s one thing I wish I could do, it’s to go back to that alleyway when I was fourteen and tell you that you saved me, that I’m thankful for you, that I wish you would stay, and that I’d wait for you.”
My shoulders shook as the tears fell. I thought of that little girl. I didn’t need to be lost. I just needed to be rescued. Like he rescued me that night.
Borden wrapped me in his arms, and we held each other, breathing each other in. I stood him up after we calmed down. I took him into the shower and we rinsed the grit and mess away. Our emotions were raw. We held each other, and there was nothing sexual about it. 
It was pure love. 
A hug that felt so close, our souls entwined. 
“Take me to bed,” I quietly said, under the hot spray.
Borden didn’t dry us off as he picked me up off the floor and took me to bed. Soaked, pulses erratic, we kissed each other needily. Languid, sensual strokes of our tongue. Slow movements, his hands affectionately exploring my body. 
When he fucked me, it was tender, and it was filled with adoration. He gazed at me like I was his pulse, and I never wanted to stop beating. I kissed him, riding through the waves of pleasure with my fingers in his hair and my legs needily wrapped around his hips. He held my hand and clenched it as we came together, his groans tortured.
He held me the rest of the night. 
“Tell me you love me,” he demanded, though it sounded more like a question. 
“I love you, Marcus.”
“You’re my wife.”
“Yes.”
“Forever?”
I swallowed another lump at the vulnerability in him. “Forever.”
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Chapter Thirty-Eight

Emma

Past



He was bad for me. 
He had to be.
So why was it so hard to keep away? 
“You’re quiet,” he said as we walked down the familiar path along the river’s edge. We were headed toward another basement in some abandoned shop. My stomach turned. There would be another fight. Theo would beat someone else, and I was tired of seeing blood. Ever since Miles wound up in the hospital, you’d think less kids would show up. But it was the opposite; kids wanted to see the action for themselves. 
Theo was magic to them. 
He offered them something.
Escape, or passion, or maybe even a sense of adventure. Whatever it was, he had their loyalty.
It was a full moon tonight and unusually bright out. The weather had turned and it was so cold, I had to bury my face into my red scarf. Granny crocheted this scarf. I’d refused to wear it last winter, when Mom’s death was fresh. It hung in the closet, untouched, and now it smelled like home.
Home.
She’d been so fucking happy to see it on me. I had to look away from her so she didn’t notice the pain in my eyes.
I swallowed. “Not trying to be quiet, Theo.”
“You haven’t been yourself lately.”
“I guess…I guess I’m confused.” I stopped now, digging my shoe into wet ground. It was lightly drizzling. “When we started out, things were different. We were surrounded by kids who were like us, and now the basements are filled to the brim with kids from all over. Where are our friends, Theo?”
“They’re there,” he assured me.
“Then I have to search high and low to find them. We were the Lost Kids once. Now we just watch you beat guys to a pulp for some money and drugs.”
“I don’t touch the drugs.”
“Yeah, but you sell it, Theo.” The words tasted like acid on my tongue.
He was quiet. I didn’t like how anxious his quiet made me. His moods affected mine. I braved a glimpse his way. He didn’t look angry. His shoulders sagged as he slowly walked to a bench and sat down on it. I followed. Elbows propped on his knees, he brought his hands together, bumping them against his mouth in thought. 
Then he finally broke the silence. 
“The night I returned the backpack…I got caught.” 
My whole body went cold. “What?”
“I got caught by a group of the guys at the house. It’s why I didn’t make it back to the bastion. I…I took so long to see you because I was waiting for the bruises to fade. They beat me badly.”
“You didn’t fight them back?”
“They’d have killed me if I did. I let them hurt me. They threw me into the basement for days. Locked me up real good. Then when they finally came down to see me, the dude I bought weed off of was there. He  was the only one that stopped them from wanting to kill me. They knew who I was, Emma, and they said I was popular around the kids. They told me to sell for them. If I don’t, I’ll pretty much eat a bullet.”
I didn’t respond. It took me a long time to absorb his story. I felt momentarily ashamed for doubting it. I still wasn’t certain about his story about finding the backpack. There’d been so much damn blood. I wanted to ask him about that at the moment, but I felt like it was a bad time. He’d know I was doubting him all over again, and then he might take off on me. 
That was another fear I had.
He’d left me before, he might leave me again. He claimed he’d been beaten and thrown in the basement, but wouldn’t there have been some bruises that hadn’t faded over two weeks? Then again, he was always covered in bruises from all those fights, so why would I have checked him over?
I let out a trembling breath, feeling like it just didn’t fit. 
Once you believed that a person lied, it was impossible to start believing in that person’s truth. 
But instead of saying anything to that effect, I said, “So you’ve been forced to sell for them this whole time? It’s been months, Theo.”
“I know.”
“Can’t you say there aren’t any customers?”
“I get a quota.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Why do you think I’m fighting all the damn time?”
I studied his face. At the look of despair in his eyes as he let out an exasperated breath. “How do you get out of it?”
“By leaving.”
My heart dropped. “You’d leave me?”
“No, of course not. I don’t want to leave you, Emma. I’m…I love you.”
My heart pinched at his words. He wouldn’t look at me as he said it. I needed him to look at me and repeat it.
“Say it again,” I whispered. 
“What? That I love you?”
“Yeah, say it again.”
“I love you.”
“Look at me and say it.”
He let out a strange laugh. “Don’t make this weird.”
“Please.”
“Emma, stop being weird.” 
He stood up and kept his back to me as he strode to the river’s edge. He wore a sports jacket, but it was unzipped. The wind tore through him, whipping the jacket back, and yet he looked completely unbothered. Meanwhile I shivered.
“Would you leave with me?” he asked, his back still turned to me. 
I crossed my arms, breathing into my scarf, pretending not to hear him. His words were carried by the wind. It was a good excuse. 
But then he turned around and looked at me, his green eyes focused on mine. “Would you leave with me if I ran away?”
I looked back at him, this time unable to shirk the question. Would I leave with him? The question only brought on one thought.
Granny.
But then he stood there, full of despair and sadness. And I was at war within myself. In that quick moment, I considered what leaving meant. Hope suddenly blossomed. Perhaps Theo would never have to fight again. We could make it work without the nights spent chasing an answer to our void. 
I couldn’t keep doing this. 
I knew in my heart that I was reaching the end of the nightcrawler lifestyle. I had to make amends for my behaviour, and constantly putting myself in danger wasn't going to cut it. 
“Will things be different?” I asked.
His eyes flashed. “Everything will be different.”
“How do you know?”
“I just know.”
But that wasn’t the right answer. He should have said he didn’t know but that he hoped. Did Theo hope for anything? I studied him again, and I felt trapped in my emotions because he really was there for me since Mom died. I felt so low, and then he came, and I’d been clinging to him since, through all the good and all the bad. 
“I would go,” I whisper. 
Theo came to me, dropped down to my feet and hugged me. “Wherever we go, I’ll never fight again. And maybe…we can actually give us a chance?” 
I blinked back tears. Despite my clinging to him, I’d made myself unavailable in the physical sense. Since the bastion makeout and his departure, I wasn’t ready to feel that sort of pain again. Especially when it reminded me of the fact I’d almost gotten raped that night.
And there it was again.
The memory of that night.
I didn’t know why at that very moment as Theo was hugging me I thought of the stranger that saved me. 
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Chapter Thirty-Nine 

Emma

The sun slowly came up, lighting up the room slowly. I was raw from pain, from tiredness, from being fucked, no matter how tender it was. I’d barely slept. In and out of consciousness, constantly falling into a fit of bad dreams. 
“When he is united, divide him.”
Cracking my eyes open to his voice, I didn’t see Borden next to me, but I sensed his presence in the room. I slowly turned around, catching his nude body standing before the window. He muttered that line again: When he is united, divide him. The blinds were half open; the sunlight flooded through it, lighting him up. He looked angelic, standing there, his eyes closed to the warm light. His giant form was not as intimidating in the way he rested his arm against the window, leaning his weight into it, his head bent low, that broken face full of emotion. 
“Marcus,” I whispered.
At my voice, he stirred, opening his eyes. “Doll.”
“What are you thinking?”
“I’m thinking…” He paused, brows furrowing in thought. “I’m thinking it’s time I stop being so fucking proud.” 
“What do you mean?”
He turned his head now, looking at me. “He left me a card in that basement you found him in. It said something on it. At the time, I thought he was being malicious. I thought…that he wanted to fuck with me, but…I got it wrong. He was telling me something.”
I connected the dots quickly, repeating what he’d said, “When he is united, divide him?”
“He means the gangs that have come together as one. He means for us to divide them.”
“He could have said that.”
“He wanted me to go to him. To read it and understand it and…so obsessed with getting to the bottom of who he is, so distracted by everything else going on, I didn’t make that connection.”
I frowned. Theo didn’t have to go all la-dee-da about it, though. “Does that mean he wanted to see you from the start?”
“I think that was part of it, but…I think you were in his crosshairs. I just don’t think it was in a mean spirited way.” He sighed, defeatedly. “I need his help, Emma.”
My heart sank slowly. “Marcus…” 
“I have run out of options.”
“Theo…” I fought for words. “He’s hard to trust, Borden.”
He looked back out the window. “I know. He’ll have conditions. There’ll always be a catch.”
“To put it mildly, yes…”
“What do you think he’ll want in return?” When I didn’t answer straight away, he added, “You know him better than anyone.”
I shook my head. “Not anymore.”
“You’re wrong.” He finally stepped back, turning around to give me his full focus. He stared at me solemnly. “Doll, I know a broken man when I see one, but even in his utter ruin, he keeps tabs on you. He saved you.”
“Because he wants something.”
“You mentioned he’s latched onto you like tar, isn’t that right?”
I shut my eyes tightly. Fucking Hector, running his mouth. 
“Alleycat, it’s you that’s tar to him. You got into him. You stuck. He came back, running from something, hiding from something, and he wanted to turn to you.” He advanced toward the bed and leaned over, resting his palms down on it to peer closely at me. “He found you taken by an even bigger, badder wolf. One that won’t let you go. As a fucking wolf, baby, I know another wolf when I see one.”
He was right. Deep down, I knew that. 
Still.
I looked at him seriously. “Borden, you have to be careful with him.”
Borden stood back up, his mind already made up. “I know.”
“It’s risky.”
“It’s more risky putting my men out there without proper intel. My power is waning. I’ve known that for a while now. The bikers weakened me. But I can’t put anymore of my men in body bags, Emma.”
I nodded, resigned to this truth. “What does it mean, having Theo help you?”
“Means we’ll finally be cleaning up the streets once and for all.” He paused, voice straining as he added, “Means relying on a stranger who could be a snake, hoping he won’t bite me in the end.”
I shut my eyes, sighing. “His men will do anything for him.”
“I got that impression.” He paused, letting out a breath. “It’s fucking brilliant. Almost cult-like. I should have thought of that.”
I let out a disapproving groan. “Borden!”
I could hear the smirk in his voice. “Emma, you said once that I could never catch him. And you were right. I need to learn how he does it.”
“He won’t offer up that information.”
“No, I suppose not.” He hummed thoughtfully. “But everyone has a price.”
I didn’t think he was talking about money. I studied him, seeing how resolute he was in his decision. I sighed again, long and slow. 
Either this plan of attack would work.
Or Borden was walking into a trap.
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Chapter Forty

Emma

Past

Tonight was different.
I could feel it the second I stepped into Neverland. It was already packed with kids when I made it through the door. I heard hooting and cheers, and I was worried I’d missed the fight. But, as I pushed through the crowd, I saw that wasn’t the case. Everyone orbited Theo. He was jumping up and down on his feet, so loaded with energy. He was pumped, his hair had grown out and he had to have it tied back in a tight bun. 
Some loose strands framed his face. His face was lightly bearded. His green eyes found mine immediately as I stepped through and his face broke into a large smile. “Hey, Emz.”
I frowned. For someone that hated his situation—being forced to sell drugs for a nameless gang he still hadn’t told me the details about—he seemed unusually excited.
“What did I miss?” I asked. 
“The guys took some bets.”
I glanced down at the large laundry basket full of goods. Then I glanced at Theo’s opponent. My face fell. He was way too little. He looked half Theo’s body weight.
“Theo, he’s tiny,” I hissed at him, grabbing at his arm.
“He knows what he’s doing,” he assured me.
“Theo, please, look at me.”
Theo barely glanced my way, though, as he cracked jokes with the boys next to him. Terror rocked through me. I didn’t want to see this kid’s body bent in an unnatural way, or for him to wind up half-dead at a hospital tonight.
“You’re not going to fight!” I retorted. 
This time, Theo’s head snapped to mine. His smile fell. “Calm down, Emma.”
“No, I won’t see you hurt another kid again. This has to stop.” We were getting attention from other kids who went quiet as they listened. “Theo, please, this doesn’t have to be you. It has to stop.”
“Like I said, I don’t have a choice,” he growled at me now, dropping his head to glare at me. “Your neck’s not on the line, Emma.”
My eyes watered. “You don’t listen to me. You never listen to me.”
“I do, nightcrawler—”
“Then don’t hurt this boy, please.”
But Theo shook his head, looking away from me now, even as I begged him again to just look at me, to snap out of whatever was feeding his ego. I couldn’t do this anymore. This wasn’t what going out was about for me.
“I won’t hurt him,” Theo simply assured me. “It’ll be quick—”
Screams erupted suddenly. Kids clamoured. I got bumped into a chest and then knocked to the floor. Strong hands grabbed me, hauling me up and into Theo’s chest. 
“Shit,” he said, but his voice drowned in the sounds of panicked screams.
“COPS! COPS!”
Oh, no. 
Theo gripped me tightly. He manoeuvred through the crowd of kids. Elbows shoved into my sides. Theo shoved them back, growling out curses. There was no way we weren’t going to get caught. My heart sat in my throat as I thought of Granny and going home in a police car yet again. 
Theo’s grip suddenly slipped from my arm. I twisted my head back. “Theo?”
I couldn’t see him. So many of us were scurrying through a single door exit. I couldn’t turn back. I was shoved forward, practically forced through the door. We burst out of there, flooding an alleyway as police sirens blared from closeby. I had to shield my eyes from the intense red and blue lights as they danced back and forth at us.
“Theo?”
I tried to turn around, but the police were everywhere, grabbing at kids and forcing them to the ground. 
I took off, running down the alleyway with the crowd of others. My legs burned as I ran faster than I’d ever run before. I’d maybe made it a few streets away when gunshots tore into the night sky.
My eyes welled with tears.
I thought of Theo.
◆◆◆
 
I was shaking endlessly in my bedroom, pacing. It’d been two hours since we’d scattered like rats. I looked out the window every few seconds, hoping to find the silhouette of Theo, waiting for me.
I nearly choked back a cry of fear when a police car drove down the block. Why were they here? I ducked down from my window, listening as it slowly drove by. They were looking for someone. 
Why did I know they were looking for Theo? 
I suddenly was scared they’d come to the house. If they told Granny they knew I’d been there…and that shots were fired…
She would look at me with so much disappointment.
I curled into my bed, trying to stop shaking. I closed my eyes. Begging for morning to come and for Theo to be okay.
◆◆◆
 
“Boo.”
I whipped my eyes open. It felt like I’d blinked. A silhouette was crouched on the bed next to me. I recognized Theo’s form. I sat upright quickly, wondering how much time had passed.
“Theo,” I breathed out, relieved. I hugged him, nearly knocking him off balance.
“Emma, I’m glad you got home.”
“Your hand slipped. I’m sorry for leaving you. I’m so sorry.” Tears ran down my cheeks.
“No, it’s okay, it’s okay, Emma. I didn’t want you there.”
I pulled away to look at him. He wiped away my tears. “What do you mean?”
His face tightened. “Just…I’m glad you got here. You didn’t need to be there when shit went down.”
“What happened? What were the gunshots?”
He looked at my mouth. “The guys I sell to were there. I guess they had a shootout with the police. One of the officers got shot.”
“Oh, my God. Is he okay?”
He looked down at the floor. “I don’t know.”
I panicked all over again. It took me a long time to calm down. “What do we do, Theo?”
Now he finally stared me in the eyes. “I can’t be here, Emma. What I saw…What happened over there…I didn’t expect it. I thought…”
I tried to follow along but he wasn’t making any sense. “You were there?”
Did he have something to do with it? I stared at him, waiting for him to offer more details. He shut down, burying his face in his hands. “I didn’t expect a police officer to get shot, Emma. I just…I…I wanted the dealers there and for them to get arrested or something and then…I wouldn’t have to do it anymore, you know?”
I didn’t say anything. I brought the covers around myself, shivering from the cold, from his words. Was he responsible for the police being there? Did he want them to know what was happening down there?
None of the questions were asked. I was too frightened to know. To consider that…he played a part in a policeman getting hurt. 
The silence ate at me. He barely moved. There was deep shame in his face. He looked broken, that ego scooped out of him whole.
“You’re alright,” I finally said softly. “You’re not hurt.”
His eyes welled with tears. I watched them spill out of him. “You won’t leave me, will you? Because of what happened? I'm sorry.”
I leaned over and took his hand into mine. “No. Never.”
His shoulders shook. “I just wanted a way out…”
My eyes felt raw. Things were so fucked. I didn’t know how to soothe him except to tug him closer. “No matter what, Theo, I’ll always be your friend. I’m not going anywhere, okay? I promise.”
He sobbed, breaking down for the first time since I met him. The weight of everything crashed down around us. He couldn’t bear the weight of it. I tried to shoulder it. Tried to let him know he wasn’t alone. 
“I can’t be here, Emma. We have to run. Please. We have to get far away and then we can start over again. It’ll be different.”
I just nodded, my throat too closed up to respond. 
I kept thinking of Granny.
Of the small little home she’d made for us. 
A tear fell from my eye as I forcefully managed, “Yeah, Theo. A new start.”
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Chapter Forty-One 

Borden

The club was closed, the staff were gone. Even Linda was excused. Hawke offered biker protection, but Borden refused. He needed to handle this on his own. He needed to be able to count on his men. His security was high. At home, Lincoln was with Darlene and they were packing up. Emma should have been there with them, but she was stubborn. He didn’t fault her for wanting to be present.
In just half a day since the failed attack on Emma, the heat was turned up. Borden’s men were being targeted by random violence in the streets. His businesses were going up in flames. Random acts of terror were spreading throughout the city. Faceless as they were, the formed syndicate were making themselves heard. 
Emma sat in her chair, tapping her pen, watching Borden as he sat down next to her. 
“You’re nervous,” he murmured, eyes glimpsing at the recent message from Hector.
He was with Darlene and Link. They would be going to the safehouse. Borden felt at ease knowing Hector was at their side. He owed a lot to the Navarro brothers. Their loyalty was something Borden could count on. He felt shame that he had at times doubted Hector. He was nothing like his past.
Emma’s breathing was fast. “He’s plotting something.”
“Mm.”
She gaped at him. “You act so blase about it.”
“I’m used to it, doll.” He set the dummy phone down and looked at her. “Every time I have a meeting with a potential business contact, it’s the same shit.”
“This is Theo. I can’t…” She paused, trying to find words. “He’s impossible to understand. Sometimes I think he had something to do with Officer Young’s death. Other times I think he just wanted the cops to get rid of the dealers that kept hounding him to sell their product. And then…” She sighed miserably. “Then I think maybe they didn’t force him to do it at all. Maybe he wanted to do it.”
She had told Borden everything. It aligned with a lot of what Hawke had said. There were discrepancies, of course. Theo’s past was a hard one to dissect. Borden didn’t know him at the time, and yet, he must have been associated with the same dealers Borden wound up in trouble with given the area they’d hung around in.
This city felt small at times. 
“It would make you feel better if they hadn’t forced him to do it.” 
She frowned at his words, but then nodded. “Yes.”
“You feel like you abandoned him.”
Her shoulders slumped. “Yes.”
“Imagine your trajectory had you gone.” He narrowed his gaze on hers, truly wondering what would have become of his doll if she’d fled with Theo. “Life’s a bit of a fucked up ride, doll. You jump off when you’re in over your head, and then climb back on when you’ve decided where you want to go.”
She looked at him, stiffening a nod. “I jumped back on with you.”
“I was in way over my head with Kate,” he admitted. “I jumped the fuck off and ran.”
“I wonder if you’re the happiest with me,” she said quietly, looking away. “I wonder if you’d have been happier with her—”
“No,” he cut in. “Enough.” He wasn’t going to accept that talk. “People come to us for a variety of reasons. Sometimes for one sole reason. Kate showed me I wanted to be loved. I’d been so cold and alone. She was a bright beacon, snuffed out too early. Doll, I talk to her sometimes, when I need direction.” He lowered his voice. “She’s my angel still in the dark, and she whispers in my head to hold you close and never let you go. Because you were made for me, Emma.”
Emma’s eyes welled with tears. He swallowed hard at the sight of them. He was about to edge closer when knocks rapped at the door. Within moments, Gerry was coming in, leading Theo inside. 
Theo was alone.
Cheeky fuck. 
Dressed in jeans and a long sleeved white sweatshirt. Nothing special about him. He was a big guy. Could have his pick of the litter for sure. His hair was cropped super short. He almost had that fuckboy look except for the scars on his face and burn marks along his throat, leading to his torso. There was a story behind this fucker. 
He smiled charmingly as he looked at him and then at Emma. “About time, Borden.”
Borden just stared vacantly at him. “I want to know your conditions before we proceed.”
Theo seemed to expect that. “It’s a fairly predictable condition.”
“Money.”
Theo nodded. “Money. In fact, I got an exact amount right here.”
He pulled out a piece of paper. It was all wrinkled and shit, like he’d scribbled it down on the back of a receipt. He stepped forward and then paused when Gerry was close to having a spastic fit about getting too close to Borden. Borden nearly rolled his eyes as Gerry took the paper off Theo and delivered it to Borden. “Sir.”
Borden felt everyone’s eyes on him as he spread the paper wide open and stared at the number. There was also a line beneath it. Four words that made him blink quickly. He read it a few times, narrowing his eyes curiously at the four words. Then he crumpled up the piece of paper and shoved it in his pocket. 
“That works,” he stated simply. 
“How much is it?” Emma whispered. 
“It won’t break the bank,” Theo said. “You’ll still be able to throw your champagne parties and make-belief charities, Emma dear.”
“Fuck you,” she icily said. “That’s not what I do.”
“Doll,” Borden cut in.
Emma had so much pent up emotion, she’d finally lost it. She pointed at Theo. “He’s going to use that money to fuck with you, Borden. It’s a trick. He’ll eradicate these fuckers because he needs your men also, and then he’s going to try to go for the throne—”
“Throne?” Theo cut in. “I didn’t know New Raven was a monarchy—”
“You were always a liar,” Emma growled out, shaking her head furiously. “Any other day I’d shut my mouth and let these talks commence, but you’re two-faced, Theo.”
All amusement faded from Theo as he really looked at Emma now. Borden had been quiet for this very reason. He wanted to see it play out. To understand Theo as Emma poked and prodded at old wounds. 
“I don’t care about New Raven,” he said, gently. “I got into trouble. I have a bounty on my head. I need it paid off.”
Emma’s breathing was out of control as she stared hard at Theo. They looked at one another for some time. Emma still appeared distrusting. “Couldn’t have stolen it from somewhere, Theo?”
“Not that amount.”
“What’d you do to get a bounty on your head?”
Theo shook his head. “That’s my business, and last I checked, we ain’t friends.”
This Emma’s face cracked. She blinked rapidly and then stood up. “I’m done. I’ll be downstairs, Borden.”
She fled the room. Borden did everything to remain in control of himself. Inside, his rage was blazing. He fisted his hands, wanting to rip the face off this fucker for upsetting his wife, but the words on the paper kept him from doing that. 
When the door shut, Borden leaned over the desk, peering at Theo with hard eyes. “You better tell me the what the fuck you mean on this paper.”
Theo’s expression cracked. All the hardness dissipated from his eyes as he said, “I’m a man outta options, Borden, and I need your help, too.”
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Chapter Forty-Two

Emma

Past

We were leaving.
He said to meet at midnight by the old train tracks. Not a minute early, not a minute late. He emphasised we could not linger. 
I had spent the entire day packing my things. I even spent an hour with Granny as she listened to Aretha Franklin on repeat. She shimmied her hips, wrapped an arm around me, singing as I laughed. 
Yes, I laughed but my chest ached at the same time.
No, it wouldn’t always be like this, I told myself. I would forget about Granny, and she'd forget about me, too.
But then she looked down at me, her cheeks rosy from all the activity and whispered, “My precious Emma. Oh, how I love you.”
It wasn’t the first time she’d said those words, but it would be the last time she said those words. And she didn’t even know it.
I went to bed at my usual time. I pretended everything was normal as I laid in bed and she stopped by, poking her head in. I closed my eyes, pretending to be asleep. She shut the door, but not all the way. She kept it ajar and disappeared in her room. 
I waited for over two hours. My pulse was through the roof. Adrenaline and fear. There was some excitement and…dread. My heart hurt. I kept imagining Granny waking up and finding me gone. I tried to believe she would be elated. Maybe even let out a deep sigh of relief. 
I gave myself a pep talk, my body antsy. At exactly 11pm, I slid out of bed and tip-toed to my closet. I removed the heap of dirty clothes I’d thrown over top of my bulging backpack. I kept it hidden from Granny. If she saw it, she’d grow suspicious of its size. 
I held my breath, my body breaking out in sweat as I swung it over my shoulder. Immediately, the muscles in my back screamed. I pressed on, stepping out of the bedroom, my gaze immediately on Granny’s bedroom. The house was silent. I shuffled down the hallway, cringing at the noise I was making. 
I stopped in the kitchen. I had some cash in my wallet. Theo had mentioned he had enough for the two of us to float a while. For that reason alone I emptied the cash on the counter for Granny. She’d need it more than me. We were hardly surviving as it was. She didn’t need to look after me anymore. She’d have some breathing room. 
I twisted around to go—
“Please don’t go.”
Her voice didn’t make me jolt. I half-expected her to catch me. Still, my heart sank into my chest as I slowly turned toward the living room. She was on the arm chair, sitting in the darkness. 
I didn’t say anything. Shame burned my cheeks. I was momentarily speechless. 
“Don’t go to him,” she said calmly. “He’s no good for you.”
“You’re wrong,” I snapped. “He’s good for me, Granny. He makes me feel alive.”
“You are alive regardless of him. You will stay alive if you let him leave.”
I felt my cheeks burn. “How…?:
How did she know he was leaving?
“Officer Young is dead, and those that are guilty scurry.”
My insides roared at the reminder of Officer Young's death. “He didn’t kill Officer Young.”
“Perhaps not directly.”
I didn’t respond to that.
The news hadn't made a single mention of a shoot out with dealers.
They simply said Officer Young had been gunned down.
The backpack’s weight made me fidget. I refused to put it down. I clenched the strap tightly, determined to go. “I don’t want to be here anymore. I don’t want to live with you. I just want to be free.”
“Free?” she repeated. “Emma, whatever prison you’re in, it’s not me that shackled you. Wherever you go, it will follow. You won’t be free until you set yourself free.”
I rolled my eyes, tired of these kinds of talks. “You don’t understand.”
“I do—”
“No, you don’t.” I took a step closer to her and pointed to the ground. “I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to live with you. I don’t want you. I want him.”
She stood up and began to come to me. I shook my head, stepping back, keeping the gap present between us. “Don’t! I don’t want to hear it—”
“Don’t leave me, Emma—”
“Stop!”
“—I know I’m old, but I’ll keep up, I promise! I’ll keep up, darling. I promise.”
“No more promises!” I yelled. “I hate promises! I don’t want to hear anymore of them ever again from you or anyone else—”
“I promised to love you, and I have!”
“I don’t care!”
“I promised I’d be there for you, and here I am, fighting, Emma—”
“I’m going, Granny, stop! I made up my mind.”
“He’s too damaged—”
“You don’t know him!”
“But I do. I know him. I know all about him.”
I hesitated, tears threatening to spill. “What do you think you know?”
She stopped a good distance away, her face still obscured by the darkness. Pain laced her voice as she said, “He’s damaged, darling, of no fault of his own. He’s hurting, and he’s not to blame for that, either. But if you go, he will damage you. He will corrupt you with his pain until you’re one and the same. I beg you, don’t leave!”
Tears slid down my face. “I told him I’d never leave him.”
“Emma—”
“I’m not leaving him!”
Before she could say another word—before I could even talk myself out of this—I turned away and ran. I fled from the house, her broken shouts cutting through the air, fading in the distance as I ran with that heavy backpack pounding against my spine. 
I went to him.
◆◆◆
 
The tracks ran through the city. There was a patch of land with trees behind some rows of houses that was quiet. We’d walked down the tracks some nights, stopping at that exact spot. The trees would sway, and the rustling of leaves became a sense of comfort as we sat and pulled weeds from the ground, talking.
Rather, I would talk. Theo would usually listen. Sometimes, he would offer some things about himself. Parts about his life. How he’d been loved once. How he’d lived in a nice home and that he had been close to an Uncle that taught him how to box and go hunting. 
As I crept to this spot now, I thought of those memories. My entire body was slick with sweat. My body hurt, but my heart hurt worse. I took my time moving, doing so when a random car zipped past a nearby road.
I didn’t want him to see me approach. 
I needed this moment of clarity where I could look at him without him knowing he was being observed.
I saw him straightaway. 
He was standing on the edge of the tracks. He didn’t have a bag. He simply wore the clothes on his back. He stood so still, staring at seemingly nothing, I almost thought he was a mannequin. But then there was a slight move of his head, the tap of his fingers against his leg, and then it felt a little eerie. 
My stomach churned. A tightness settled there. A warning perhaps. Or a reminder that I didn’t really know all that much about Theo. Well, I didn’t know where he came from, but his actions…
One minute I could believe there was something genuine and true in him.
The next, I saw darkness, and this strange fixation he had when he faced a challenge with this disconnected look in his eye. 
Hot and then cold. 
A lie and then a truth and now I didn’t know what was real or make belief. 
I stood behind a tree, watching him for so long, knowing in my mind that I was going to go to him and that was it. 
Yet my legs would not move.
My heart clenched and unclenched. I felt a tear slide down my cheek. I wasn’t being a coward. I could physically do this, I could. It was just…
Do I really want to?
Was the unknown all that it was cracked up to be? Or was I just running away from the problems, my defiance stopping me from seeing the true damage I was inflicting on anyone who tried to help. 
I looked at Theo and my soul screamed for him. I wanted him to be okay. I cared for him deeply. I loved him, even.
But I loved him only as a friend.
He severed something deep in me at the bastion.
My feeling of safety.
My trust.
And if those things were severed just once, wasn’t once enough?
That moment of epiphany felt surreal. I felt warmth settle into my being. A resolute feeling that I did know what I wanted, and it had been there all along—long before Theo, and long before the solitude treks in the night. 
“Emma, please…” he whispered into the open air. “Please come…”
Heartbroken, I watched him begin to shake. He ran his hands through his hair, clenching at the ends.
“Please don’t leave me, Emma…”
I covered my mouth to stop the sobs from escaping. I held my breath, fighting to remain strong as I silently said goodbye to Theo.
“EMMA!” he suddenly screamed into the night sky, enraged and in despair, pounding at his chest before he collapsed on his knees and buried his face into his hands. 
He realised I would not come.
I realised it at the same time.
He held on for two whole hours after midnight. He paced and he shouted, he trembled and he pounded at his chest some more. Finally, he went quiet, his breathing slowing down as he calmly nodded to himself. 
Then he left. 
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Chapter Forty-Three 

Emma

I sat in a booth, fingers trembling. Borden had been alone with him for over an hour now. I sort of wished I’d stayed, but Theo was triggering. The past was a bitch, and it reminded me that while I wasn’t that girl anymore, I still held her inside of me. I wanted to weep for her sometimes. To tell her good times were coming. Fucked up, sure, some of it was, but I wouldn’t always hurt or feel lost.
“I’m sorry.”
I stiffened at his voice. I didn’t turn to look at him. I didn’t need to. He came around the table and slid into the booth in front of me. I kept my eyes on my keychain, saying nothing.
“You still put your key around your neck,” he mused, softly. “That was always pretty fucking cute. You always lost your shit.”
“Don’t act like you still know me,” I retorted. 
“I don’t?”
“No, you don’t know me anymore.” My face reddened with anger and pain. “What you knew is now a ghost. Someone I used to be. A slice of a broken soul that yearned for affection and didn’t understand when it was bad for my health. Who you knew is long dead. You knew the caterpillar, not the butterfly.”
I made to leave, but his hand shot out, gripping my arm. It was gentle. I could have flicked it off and stormed away. But I looked at him instead. 
“No,” he said quietly. “I know you’re still in there, and I know you’re angry, so you’re pushing me away. Rightly so, too. I was doing the same fucking thing. I didn’t mean what I said, okay? I’m sorry. I’m not that bad, Emma. Look, Borden even let me come down here to apologise. That’s gotta mean something if your gorilla man is letting me talk to you.”
The fight immediately left me as I fell back into my seat. I took some moments to calm down. He was being reasonable, and I was being juvenile. “You’re right. I’m… upset.”
“I know.”
“You said nothing wrong.” I sighed. “We’re not friends, Theo.”
“Of course we’re friends.”
“That was a long time ago.”
“Do friends have an expiration date on them?”
“When they ditch you, they do.”
Theo went still. This time I looked up at him. His green eyes looked so tired as he peered at me. “I was in trouble. I didn’t mean to ditch you—”
“I ditched you,” I corrected him. “I left you, standing there, at the tracks.”
Now it was his turn to be silent. Those green eyes shined. “You think I didn’t know you’d pick your granny over me?”
My eyes welled, and I choked out, “I promised you—”
“I told you that you were lucky you still had someone that loved you.” Theo rubbed his face, clearing his throat when it nearly broke. “I put you through the fucking ringer. I made bad decisions. I left and still made them. Can you imagine if you’d have been there with me? I’d have destroyed you, Emma, like I destroyed my…” He paused and sucked in a breath, looking utterly broken now. “I made the same mistakes, Nightcrawler. I lost everything, and barely made it out with my little girl.”
He destroyed what? Was it Stasia’s mom? I looked at him closely. “Where’s Stasia’s mother?”
“She died in a fire.” I thought of the burns on Stasia’s face, and my heart dropped. “Stasia is all I have, but I’m always on the move, and I’m tired of running, Em. I’m tired of seeing her go hungry when things get skint. She hoards food sometimes. She’ll even put puzzle pieces in her pocket every time we go out because she thinks we ain’t coming back.”
Fucking hell, it was hard to breathe.
“What the hell happened?” I pushed. 
He just shook his head. “I messed with the wrong people. Like I’m doing now…messing with your husband.”
“If you made a deal with Borden, he will honour it.”
Theo looked at me long and hard. “I’m counting on it.”
My skin prickled just then. I glanced up, catching him on the second floor of the club, peering down at the booth. At us. Borden’s face was a blank canvas. He peered at me, thoughtfully, before his eyes settled on Theo and stayed there.
I felt a little unnerved by his sharp attentiveness to him. It was a look I couldn’t decipher from Borden when he made deals with people. He became a different person. The one I had to shake through sex or affection. 
“What’s the plan?” I then asked Theo, returning my focus to him, though I still felt the weight of Borden’s stare.
“New Raven’s getting a facelift,” Theo simply said, absent of all emotion in his voice. He appeared tired in that moment. “Giving your husband back his city.”
I nodded slowly. “And your boys?”
He shrugged, leaning back in his seat. “He can have ‘em, too, if he comes out of it. Well, we both gotta come out of it, don’t we?”
I frowned. “What happens to you?” 
His smile was sour. “We know there’s only room for one big monster in this city.”
My heart skipped a beat. “Theo…”
What was he implying?
That was he leaving, or that he would muscle himself in?
“Calm down,” he murmured, reading my expression.
Theo pulled out his wallet. He opened it and slid it across the table to me. I looked down, catching the photo in the window of his little girl.
“Everything I do, it’s for her,” he whispered. “Understand that for me, Emma.”
I still wasn’t following. “I know you love her.”
“If I don’t make it out—”
“You’ll make it out,” I cut in. “Most of these guys are low level thugs, Theo. They just came together and are fighting with numbers. Now, you’ve always been a fighter. A trained one judging by the fact you had some mad skill long before I even met you.” Which was questionable. “This will be a breeze for you.”
“I fight with my fists, and then I’m stealthy like a ninja,” he said, lightly. “I can handle a gun, but I’m no Marcus fucking Borden.” His expression turned thoughtful. “Definitely the man I ought to have been like. He disappeared and came back rich. I disappeared and came back with a fucking bounty on my head—”
“Borden will take care of that.”
He nodded. “I believe that now, but I want your guarantee that should anything happen to me, you protect my baby.”
I blinked rapidly. “Me?”
He smiled sadly at me. “Who else do I have, Emma?” Before I could reply, he added, “Besides, I pumped you up so good, Emma. She thinks you’re a fucking star.”
My eyes ached as I looked at him in surprise. “I thought you hated me.”
“I hate myself.” He paused, mulling his words over. “I needed…I needed to know what you were like. If my Emma was still in there. If…money changed you.”
I shrugged in defeat. “Same old Emma.”
“I get that.”
“But I’m different.”
“I see that, too.”
I wrung my hands together. “I tried to make a clean start. Tried to do better. Make it up to Granny for all those nights I kept her up…”
Theo nodded. “Well, she doesn’t have to worry about you anymore.”
I stared at him long and hard, thinking about the promise I’d made Borden make to me, and how important it had been for me. “Should anything happen, Theo, Stasia will be cared for.”
His shoulders dropped and he nodded, looking relieved. “Then coming back to New Raven was the best thing I ever did.”
I heard what he wasn’t saying.
It was the best thing he ever did…even if it cost him his life. 
Of course any father would ensure his loved ones were looked after. Theo was no different. 
I looked back up at the second floor, catching Borden’s heavy eyes. 
Neither was Borden.
Within twenty four hours, I was back in the safehouse, and the boys went to war.
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Chapter Forty-Fou

Emma

The cement floor felt cold under my feet as I paced back and forth. My eyes ached from lack of sleep, but there was no rest when Borden was out there, and I was stuck inside these four walls. 
Back in the safehouse. 
Back to this slow torture, knowing he was out there.
Hector kept side-eyeing me, looking equally tired. He was in bad shape, but still going. He would have preferred me in bed with Link, and I had been for the longest time. Link took forever to fall asleep tonight. I held him to me, though. Rested him on my chest like he was still a baby and not a babbling four year old. I didn’t even clean the bedroom up when I left the house after I’d packed, preferring to see his toys scattered everywhere—the ships and the pyjama superheroes named Owling or whatever—and it felt like he was still midway through his game.
Granny was secure somewhere else. Borden didn’t want to put her through the wringer if he came back covered in blood. I secretly wondered if he didn’t want her disapproval. If secretly, he hoped she’d accept him. She was probably crocheting at that moment. Perhaps a scarf for Link, or maybe another blanket.
“You should eat,” Hector said, for the tenth time. 
“Not until he’s back,” I replied, for the tenth time.
“He wouldn’t want you to starve yourself, Emma.”
“I’m not hungry.”
When Borden was out there fighting, I felt like I was there with him. My world went quiet. The stillness, the lack of food, the pacing and the fear that one day Borden wouldn’t come through those doors.
We couldn’t keep living like this.
This had to be the end of it. 
The Lost Boys had to be the answer.
“Mama,” Lincoln called, stirring me out of my thoughts. I dashed to him, if only to keep myself busy. He was sitting up in his cot, his bed head had his hair sticking up on all ends. He looked around, rubbing at his eyes. 
“Hey,” I whispered, settling in next to him. “It’s okay.”
He barely looked at me as he laid back down, but his hand grabbed at me, holding onto my shirt, making sure I was present. Sliding in next to him, I stroked his hair and kissed his head. He squeezed my hand once before falling back asleep. I didn’t leave him for some time, knowing it was best to stop pacing. Hector was right. It was out of my hands, and I needed to be calm for Link.
I shut my eyes, taking a deep breath, waiting for sleep to come also. I had only just begun to relax when a loud beep sounded at the door. I blinked awake, turning around to look across the room at the door. It opened and Borden stepped in first. His eyes immediately cut to Hector and held. Hector nodded once at him and then Borden turned, scanning the room, searching for me. 
He found me straightaway, my body wrapped around Lincoln, but my head turned and staring back at him. My chest dipped at the sight of him. His face was wracked with stress lines. His eyes were wired, like he hadn’t slept and was too on edge to. His dark hair, much like Link’s, was standing on end like he’d raked his hand through it a dozen times. His giant frame sauntered to me slowly, and I saw the emotion flash in his blue eyes as he glanced over at Link and then me. 
“Doll,” he whispered. 
And before I could even slide off to greet him, he twisted away and moved slowly across the room. His shoulders were low. He stared down at the floor like the weight of the world was on his shoulders. His black sweater looked stretched, his hands were covered in dirt and…there was blood on his palms. In fact, as I squinted my eyes and slowly slid off the bed to take a better look at him, there was blood everywhere. Along his forearms where his sleeves were rolled up.
Entering the room a moment later was Gerry. I paused in my step, examining him closely as he looked equally exhausted. Gone was the dutiful man who stood straight and answered diligently to Borden’s commands. He looked years older, his body loose. He exchanged words with Borden, I couldn’t catch what they were. Then he passed him a handgun and left.
“Are you heading back out?” Hector asked in a hushed tone after Gerry was gone.
“In a few hours,” murmured Borden. “Gerry’s tidying up.” Borden glanced over his shoulder at me. “I need my wife.”
Hector glanced at me and, as if knowing he was being dismissed, he nodded at Borden. “Good morning, Borden. It’s a pleasure to see you back.”
Borden nodded just once as Hector exited. The sound of the door shutting and the white noise machine were the only sounds for the next few moments. I didn’t breathe, much less move. I stood beside Lincoln’s bed, wringing my hands together, watching the slow transformation happen.
Borden was dark when he came back from a firefight. It usually took hours to get him to even look like my man again. He never frightened me, per say, but I was on edge nonetheless.
He settled the gun on the table and then he looked at me. “I won’t bite.”
His voice wasn’t loaded with amusement. It was dead. 
I moved, closing in on him slowly.
“Unless you want me to,” he added quietly, his blue eyes glimpsing at me now as I stood before him. 
I stared up at him, saying nothing for a while. Assessing him. Taking his expression apart. Trying to map out what happened last night to make him look like this. What evils had he witnessed, had he inflicted…had he overcome. 
I licked my lips, aware his eyes had followed that action closely. “I want you to.”
I’d barely let the words out when his hand shot out, gripping the back of my neck. He pulled me to him, smashing his lips against mine in a fierce, punishing kiss. His scent cloaked me. That familiar intoxicating scent of my man, but it was mixed with the scent of copper and dirt and metal. I didn’t care. I shut my eyes and took him in, pressing my hands against his chest as he unleashed a kiss that made me weak in the knees.
“I need you,” he gritted out, biting at my lip. “I need my wife.”
“I’m here,” I whispered.
“It’s not enough, Emma. I need to feel you.”
His hands wrapped around my thighs and he picked me up, gripping me tightly to him as he sucked at my tongue. He moved us across the room. His length prodded at my centre. I wasn’t even ready for this. Borden hardly behaved this way. His strength was astounding, yet he held me like I was the most delicate thing he owned. I groaned in his mouth, shocked how hard he felt against me.
This Borden was full of rough edges. He took and fucking took. Whatever he wanted, he demanded it of his men. He was unforgivable and relentless. An unstoppable force. And right now, his attention was on me, needing me. And I…I couldn’t resist. Because I knew, deep down, he might be forceful in the next few moments, but he was also achingly vulnerable. He needed me more than just a fuck. He needed to be inside me to ground himself. Remind himself that we were still there. We still existed—Lincoln and I—and he was doing all this for us. 
He moved us into the next room where it was dark. Link’s white noise machine sounded distant here. Our breaths were loud as he tugged my pj’s and underwear down quickly, discarding them on the floor. Then he pressed me against the wall, sucking at my mouth, tasting me with his hand clenching my chin. My hands worked his pants. I unzipped him. He let go of my chin to shove his pants down, and within moments, both hands were wrapped around my thighs, holding me tightly as he plunged himself into me, hard and ready. 
He fucked me hard and fast, his cock surging in and out of me, his piercing brushing against the bundle of nerves that made me explode around him in hardly a minute. He didn’t stop to allow me a moment of respite. He just kept fucking me, watching me explode again and then tremble, my body spent in his hold. His arms flexed as he held me, his strength never waning, his hold on me tight as ever.
There were no tender words. 
No cocky glint in his eyes.
Just a man that needed to empty himself in his woman.
The demons swirled in the depth of his eyes. The urgency to keep the darkness at bay was unavoidable as he gritted his teeth, his eyes shutting hard as he stilled, his cock jerking within me. 
He came hard. 
His body relaxed only slightly.
Only slightly but it wasn't enough.
Within minutes, he was moving with the same vigour and animalistic urge all over again. 
◆◆◆
 
Borden carried me to the empty cot and set me down on my feet. I was unsteady. He held my arm, keeping me balanced as I sat down on the bed. I glanced up at him. His chest was heaving, that just fucked look heavy in his expression as he peered down at me. 
“Lay with me?” I asked.
He blinked slowly, thinking. “I gotta get back in a couple hours.”
“How bad is it out there?”
He rubbed at his jaw, looking utterly spent. “Do you remember the promise I made you when I said what would happen if you ever got hurt again.”
I went still, reflecting.
Should a day like that ever come, I promise to set the fucking earth on fire and bleed out any fucking cunt that ever thought he could go unscathed for hurting my alleycat. 
I swallowed. "That bad."
"The worst yet." 
I wanted to ask him about it, but he wouldn’t want me to know. Maybe I didn’t want to really know, either. 
“Just lay with me,” I urged.
“I’m filthy.”
I smiled. “So am I now.”
Despite it all, his lips formed that delicious smirk I loved. “I love when you’re covered in me. I love when I’m covered in you, too.”
“You’re not the only one that loves it.”
He began to undress, throwing the clothes haphazardly on the floor. Then he crawled into bed with me, tugging me into his side. We smelled…interesting. I didn’t mind. I knew he didn’t have long with me, so I made the most of it. He held me and stroked my hair. I could tell he was wide awake, unable to rest properly. 
But I was drowsy. I could hardly keep my eyes open. I still managed to ask, “Is Theo…”
“He’s okay.”
I nodded, partly relieved, partly wary. “How are they? The Lost Boys.”
Borden took a moment to respond. “They are unstoppable.”
I nodded again, glad to hear it. 
“Get some sleep, alleycat.”
I shut my eyes. Wrapped around him, I fell into short oblivion.
Amidst the chaos, I’d had the best sleep in a very long time. 
◆◆◆
 
This went on for days. It would not stop. Some nights Borden didn’t make it back, and those were usually the worst nights. Hector was getting healed up, and I started to argue with him, fuming when he began to get ready to join the fight himself.
“You are in pieces still,” I seethed. “Don’t, Hector.”
“And leave them to it?” Hector retorted, dark. “No.”
I’d come to really depend on Hector’s company. He kept me calm when I wanted to erupt. Nobody else could do that. “You’ll be fine,” he assured me. “Borden will have someone else here—”
“Who, Gerry?” I interrupted. “I don’t want Gerry. Please, Hector, don’t leave me.”
Hector still didn’t listen. When he was dressed in all black and waiting by the door, I began to pace in front of him, feeling sick with stress. He watched me, partly sympathetic, and partly resolute. “I can’t leave them out there to bury those fucks alone, Emma. I want to help. I’m good at fighting. I am. I’m not scared anymore.”
I paused in my step to look at him. “You used to be scared?”
“Of course I was scared. I was a selfish prick back then. I didn’t want to fight for my club because I didn’t want to risk dying. But now…” He shrugged. “Now I think when you have something to lose, you want to fight for it.”
“What do you have to lose?”
“You, Borden, your granny, and that little boy of yours in the next room. You guys crawled beneath my skin. You’re my family.”
I felt choked up. I went to him and he stood just in time for me to hug him tightly. “You’re like that annoying sister I never had,” he grumbled into my hair. “Fuck, you’re stubborn, but I get Borden, you know. I get why he loves you so much. I get why he made that deal with me all the way back. You’re tough on the outside, but that’s only because you’re hiding a sweetheart inside. I get why a man fights for a good woman.”
Seeing Hector head out after Borden had come back destroyed me, but then, as if Borden knew I’d be out of my mind, Granny joined me. It wasn’t with a purse of the lips either. She came in all smiles, demanding to know where her Lincoln was.
It was so unusual, I nearly checked her for a fever just to make sure she was alright. 
“And where is my granddaughter?” she asked next after Lincoln had thrown himself into her arms.
I rolled my eyes. “I’m right in front of you, Granny.”
“No, you’re not,” she argued, coming up to me now as she held my son in her arms. “I’m waiting for that cheeky shit to come out.” She reached out a hand out and softly brushed her fingers along the sides of my mouth. “All those stress lines. All that stress. What for? You have a man out there who is fighting for his city. We all know he’s going to win this.”
I gave her a strange look. “How do you figure that?”
“Because he has to.” She shook her head now, like she had enough. “I used to think the city was destroyed under Borden’s thumb, but you know what, Emma? Ever since those thugs came together to challenge him, I’ve never seen this much chaos since you were a teenager.”
“Does that mean Borden’s winning you over, Granny?”
She placed a soft kiss on Link’s head. “For the sake of your son, I will stand by him. As long as he treats you both with love and doesn’t step out on you, I will never stand in the way of a good father and husband.” She paused. “Whether he’s a good man, on the other hand…Well, that’s up to God, and I’ll leave that for Him to decide.”
With that, she walked Lincoln to his room and sat down on the ground with him. I joined them a few minutes later and listened to Granny read him a story. 
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Chapter Forty-Five 

Borden

Theo’s men were indestructible. Their strength didn’t lie in numbers. In fact, Theo’s men were fewer than Borden’s, but they had nothing to lose. There was something utterly terrifying about broken men bound together as one. It was a force of nature Borden hadn’t anticipated. 
Theo could have been a serious threat. He knew the cunt was aware of that. Theo would look at him sometimes. This blank stare, and it suddenly made sense what Emma said about the fuck being quite horrifying. 
Borden couldn’t figure this man out.
Blood flowed through the streets. The police were oftentimes caught in the crossfire. Borden had to push back despite it all. This underworld warfare spilled over into car chases and flying bullets from dark alleyways. Or held up in sad looking buildings, the thugs battling with walls between them because they were such pussies. 
Borden would have thought himself a fucking action hero until he reminded himself he was the one popping kneecaps and decorating the sky with human ashes. No good side in this fight. Just thugs vs refined thugs. 
Yes, Borden was still a fucking thug, wasn’t he? 
They could sugarcoat it with words like mafia and high calibre syndicate all they wanted. The truth could be boiled down to such basic terms, and it didn’t even bother him. 
It was still better than being a Rainbow fucking Ranger or a Mambo number 7 or whatever the fuck. 
Well, anyway, these less refined thugs didn’t expect the sort of backlash that Borden had pulled together. They didn’t know that under some of their nests was an access point for these Lost Boys. And Theo was handing it over to Borden. He was telling him everything. Drawing him maps, pointing to these places that were beneath Borden’s nose, until, quite fucking frankly, Borden wound up staring at this Theo cunt in utter shock. 
He wasn’t thinking about what this sort of power had the potential to yield. No, he was thinking of something entirely different. 
“Did you visit her?” he demanded at that moment.
They’d been bunkered in one of the basements, getting ready to surface after four hours of constant gunfire. Minutes ago they heard noises drawing closer. Unconcerned they were being closed in on, Theo had disclosed to him everything. He sounded so impersonal, like this was clinical work. Like this city was a body and he had dissected it with utter dispassion. 
Theo, covered in blood spatter, looked down at his gun. “Yeah.”
Borden didn’t expect this level of honesty. “When?”
“A few times.”
“For what purpose?”
Now Theo looked at him. “To see if she was happy.”
Borden frowned, his heart tight in his chest. “I ought to fucking kill you.”
“Not yet,” Theo returned with a slow smile. “But soon I’m sure you’ll try.”
Theo was a mystery. 
“Where the fuck did you come from?” Borden wondered aloud as they reloaded their guns.
“Hell,” Theo simply answered.
Borden believed him.
“So is that where I’m sending you to?” Borden asked.
“I deserve it.” Theo paused, his mouth parted for a moment, all amusement gone now. “Borden, thank you.”
“What the fuck for?”
“Emma was right. You’re an honourable man.”
Before Borden could answer, the door to the basement blew open. The sound was thunderous. In an instant, Theo drew his gun and fired, sending a bullet into the head of a man whose gun was aimed straight at Borden. Borden froze, shocked for a moment at how close he came to dying. The man collapsed to the floor before another head popped in. He blew him away without blinking, and then he turned to look at Theo.
A thanks was at the tip of his tongue, but he held it there, watching Theo carefully as he walked over to the bodies and kicked at one’s legs.
“They’ve slowed,” he said, triumphantly. “They’re scattering, Borden. They’re dying. We’re nearing the fucking end.”
Borden continued to stare at him, his chest moving rapidly as his hold on the gun tightened. He wondered what would happen after this was over. He wondered where Theo would be. He glanced at the men they’d killed, and his chest seized with the power he held in this moment. With Theo looking down at them, vulnerable, so easy to pluck off. The trust Theo had entrusted in Borden to be alone with him in a room. 
Everything had come together for this moment. Borden was watching a man that had been the cause for so much pain. A man that had sides to him he would never get to the bottom of. What was scary about Theo was that he could be a chameleon and blend seamlessly into his environment. He could charm, and he could rage. He could be violent, and he could be soft. Borden could have been staring into his own reflection. A version of him he might have become had he not found Emma. He could so easily have lost himself and done further harm to the very few that cared for him. 
No, this needed to end.
Hearts needed to be healed.
Peace needed to be made.
And sometimes, war had to end in tragedy so a hero could be laid to rest. 
Resolute, Borden raised his gun, aiming at him. “Theo.”
Theo turned. “What?”
Borden pulled the trigger.



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Forty-Six 

Emma

Past

The porch light was on.
I collapsed on the porch, staring up at it. Even when I left her, even when I said goodbye to her, she kept the light on.
She had hoped. 
Her hope in me never faded. Never once. She loved me purely, through the hurt and the pain. She had weathered my storm and she had never once given up on me. 
It was a profound moment for me, looking up at the porch light.
When I found the strength to walk through that door, I knew I would never be the same Emma again. The broken, lost girl had found herself, and it wasn’t when the dust had settled. She had found herself in the midst of chaos and pain. In the midst of heartbreak that was balanced out by the unwavering love of her grandmother. 
My backpack slipped from my shoulders, landing on the ground with a thud. My steps were slow as I walked down the small corridor and found her in the same spot I’d left her.
She was on the couch, her back to me. She had been distraught. There were tissues everywhere. Her reading glasses were on the floor. A photo album of me was opened up beside her. 
“Granny,” I whispered.
She was still awake. She turned her shining eyes at me and let out a cry. It wasn’t a sad one. She clutched her heart as she stood up and came to me. She might have fallen to the floor at my feet and hugged me, but I was determined never to look down at her again. I dropped to the ground with her, burying myself in her chest.
I felt like a little girl again.
She was rocking me back and forth in the darkness, and the monsters were at bay, hidden all around. She was the light driving them further away, and I was the little girl clinging to her granny like she was her hero.
And granny was.
She was my hero, and I had to go through hell and come out the other side to realise that. 
She took me in. 
She fought for me.
And in my rage, I tried to push her away because I wanted to see her give up. I needed proof that the world was black and there was no hope in humanity. That nobody truly cared. 
I was so utterly wrong.
“I love you,” I whispered. 
“My beautiful girl, my sweet Emma, I love you.”
This was where I needed to be. Where I wanted to be.
But I hurt so badly for Theo. He was alone. He was starting a new journey without me by his side. This pain I had to put aside. I couldn’t dwell on him anymore. 
But the chaos of it would mount silently inside of me over the years. 
One day it would haunt me, and I wouldn’t be able to outrun this sort of grief. 
I only hoped that when this day came, I would be able to put Theo to rest.
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Chapter Forty-Seven 

Emma

The eradication of the syndicate took days. A week upon perhaps another. In that safehouse, surrounded by Link and Granny, it didn’t feel as lonely as I thought it would be. 
Of course Granny had packed photo albums. Of course she had flicked through them for the hundredth time to Link, pointing me out in every photo, even the ones I was with mom in. Instead of feeling that tug of pain at that, I simply smiled, feeling at peace.
“Mom’s hairdo is weird,” Link said.
I laughed. Granny chuckled, too. “You mother was always rocking to her own tune. She didn’t care what anyone thought of her hair, or her looks. Well, maybe she cared once.” Granny looked at me with that sweet smile. “When she felt alone.”
Link looked at me. “Don’t feel alone, Mom. I’m with you.”
I leaned over and planted a kiss on Link’s head. “I’m never alone with you. You’re my sunshine. You make everything that’s dark bright again.”
Link smiled and looked back at the pictures of me posing alone. “We’re the same, Mom. We don’t have a brother or a sister.”
My heart tugged. “Maybe one day.”
Granny shot me a sad smile. “Whatever happens, we have each other.”
Nodding, my eyes shined. She was right.
Just then, I heard the door of the safehouse open. My eyes widened and I jumped to my feet, racing to it. I expected to see my husband—
But it was Hector, dishevelled and filthy, and he was panting as he came through. I looked past him, expecting Borden, but Hector had come alone. He looked at me with troubled eyes. “Emma…”
In that one word, my whole body shattered. I wavered on my feet, almost collapsing to the ground. I could hardly form words. My throat felt tight and I felt hot all over. “Borden…”
He was dead.
Gone.
Hector was sorrowful and grim. Instantly, I felt like my life was over. I wouldn’t be able to bear it. I wouldn’t be able to endure an existence without Marcus. 
Hector rushed to me, gathering me in his arms as I shook like an earthquake. “Emma, Borden is okay. He’s okay. I promise. It’s Theo. Emma, he’s asking for you…” 
My head shot up in shock. I stared at Hector in disbelief. Bittersweet emotions. The relief coupled with intense pain. “No…”
“You need to come now.”
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Chapter Forty-Eight 

Emma

Hector said Theo had saved Borden right before he’d gotten shot in the chest.
Nothing else he said made it to my ears. The world lost all sound. My heart thumped in my ears. I felt nauseous and detached. The pain was at bay…
Until I saw him. 
Theo lay bleeding on the grimy floor among the dead, his green eyes blinking slowly as he stared up at the ceiling of the basement that we first hung out in. 
It was a wonder he’d taken Borden here. 
To the place I met Theo. 
The place I would last see him in. 
His breaths thinned and his chest moved slowly. Seeing him in this way, knowing he was too late from being saved, crushed me. I dropped to the ground halfway to him. Vaguely, I saw my husband’s large form hesitate from my periphery. He didn’t come to me. Borden stood still, allowing me this moment alone.
I crawled to Theo, sobbing. I could hear his breathing change to quick and quiet breaths. He was soaked in blood. My hands grabbed at his bloodied hand. I held it tight, bringing it to my face, kissing it. 
“Theo,” I whispered. 
He looked at me, unfocused. “Em…”
“Theo.”
He squeezed my hand back, but it was weak. His bloodied mouth spread into a sad smile. “How am I looking…?”
He was a bloodied mess. “You’re okay.”
“Em…” His face cracked, and he choked back a sob. “I’m sorry, Em…for all of it.”
“Shh.”
“Please…Stasia…”
“She’ll be fine, Theo. I promise. I will love her like my own. I promise you this.” I kissed his hand again. Borden’s body shifted behind me. I looked at him. His eyes were red and raw. He looked equally anguished. Breathing hard, he looked at me. We held each other’s stare. Then he shook his head, the confirmation I needed that Theo was leaving us. 
I looked back at Theo. Tears streamed down my face, falling off my chin and landing onto his neck. I wiped away the hair on his forehead. I pressed a hand on his cheek. 
“Theo…please fight…”
I didn’t know what I was saying.
I just didn’t want him to die. 
I didn’t want him to go. 
Please, Theo.
“Em…” he groaned, opening his eyes. “Never lied to you..."
"I know,  believe you..."
"Friend…”
“I will always be your friend.”
His lips spread into a faint smile. “Em…sing…”
I swallowed back a cry, trying to be strong. I took a few deep breaths, trying to keep it together. My heart bled for him. For the life we were given. For Borden and Kate and for the sad little girl I used to be.
So much pain.
It was a tune we all knew too well. 
I leaned closer to Theo, and I sang Over The Rainbow in his ear. Every word forced out of my mouth. I dug deep, hoping he found peace in my words as he drifted away.
“‘Someday I’ll wish upon a star
And wake up where the clouds are far behind me
Where troubles melt like lemon drops
High above the chimney tops
That’s where you’ll find me.’”
My lost boy closed his eyes and didn’t open them back up. I didn’t stop singing. I finished out the song with my arms wrapped around him, my face pressed against his bloodied torso. 
Tears from deep within my soul poured out of me. 
I said my goodbye.
I sang it to Theo.
I sang it to myself.
For our lost souls.
“‘If happy little bluebirds fly
Beyond the rainbow
Why, oh why can’t I?’”
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Chapter Forty-Nine

Emma

Six months later…

Life had a way of showing you that joy and pain were one and the same. We lived for pleasure. We endured the pain. Sometimes, they co-existed to remind you that all great joys came at a high price, and it was worth it. 
It was worth every tear shed. 
New beginnings lurked in places you didn’t expect, like the death of a friend. 
When Theo passed, I rediscovered parts of myself I’d let go stale. My sense of wonder and adventure. The desire to weave through parts of the city that I’d left forgotten. The reminder that my upbringing kept me tethered to a world silently ignored, where kids felt lost and afraid.
It was my sole mission to be what Theo was in that alleyway all those years ago. A person that had noticed them, made them feel visible. 
Charities were carried out discreetly. Programs were erected for kids to explore their variety of interests, giving them the option and available tools to shed their energy in a healthy and productive way.
I didn't want a lost kid to fall through the cracks of a failing system. 
The world didn’t need more Theos or Emmas or even Bordens.
Every time it felt like I was way over my head and that these dreams were too big, I’d stop to watch my kids. I’d watch them build puzzles in a room full of toys and games. I’d see Stasia who, between snacking on copious amounts of snacks, come out of her shell more and more. 
I saw what safety and stability was doing for her.
The house, so big and cold before, felt suddenly so loud and full of life. Every corner of the house had a dent in the wall, a drawing from a broken, abandoned crayon, and a memory that joy was imprinted in that very spot.
Yes, in times of tragedy, something beautiful could emerge if you let it. 


◆◆◆
 
“Do I have a mononucleosis rash on the side of my face?”
I blinked, surprised. “What?”
“You’re looking at me like I have a mononucleosis rash on the side of my face, Doll. I’m starting to feel conscious.”
“You don’t have a mononucleosis rash on the side of your face.”
“Then why the fuck you looking at me?”
“Because I love you.”
He paused, not expecting our cheeky banter to turn so serious. He looked up from his work and looked at me. His gaze was heavy with warmth and desire. His blue eyes ran the length of me. “You wearing that tiny office skirt to fuck with me, Emma?”
“I am.”
“You want to be fucked then.”
“Very much so, Mr Borden.”
“Awfully submissive today.”
“I know.” I let out a miserable sigh. “You’re around all the time now, and you fuck me a lot, but you’re not really fucking me enough still. I thought, Borden, that you’d be step up your game—”
“I want you bent over my desk, Lynne, so I can fuck that sass out of you.”
I grinned, and when I didn’t move fast enough, Borden’s hand wrapped around me, tugging me off my office chair. Bent over the desk, I stifled a giggle as he slid the skirt up my hips and then groaned. “No underwear, Doll? You really are trying to punish me, aren’t you?”
“I’m running out of underwear.”
“I don’t care.”
“Where do you even keep them?”
“That’s my business.”
“You have a shrine, don’t you? A mountain of underwear that you cum all over.”
He groaned, grabbing at my ass and kneading his fingers into my flesh. “Maybe that’s exactly what I do.”
The thought made me hot all over. “I don’t approve.”
“I don’t fucking care.”
“I think—”
“No thinking. I’m going to fuck you hard and deep, and then you’re going to limp around that fucking BBQ this afternoon with a cunt full of my cum. Is that understood, alleycat?”
I grinned. “Understood.”
A second later, he was inside of me, his cock hard and pulsing. He gripped my hips tightly and delivered a fuck to end all fucks. 
This is what you do, he said over and over again. This is what you do to me. You make me crazy for you. I would do anything for you. This is what you do to me, Emma. Never make it stop. 
I grinned as he fucked me mercilessly, a peaceful smile spread across my face. 
No problem, Mr Borden. Anything for you.
The "Anything for you bit" bit me in the ass. 
After he fucked me, he demanded I drop to my knees beside his desk, to be patted and stroked, like I was his prized pet.
For the rest of my shift.
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Chapter Fifty

Borden

This BBQ shit was a real hit. All his men and their families and their dogs and probably their fucking taxmen were here. Kids ran around, getting sprayed at by water guns. Mal, a Lost Boy that had gotten quite close to Borden’s men, was behind the bbq. Emma was serving out plates, and Darlene was sitting peacefully on a patio chair, watching with a soft smile on her face. Yeah, this was better than those stuffy charity events. 
A hand tugged at Borden’s pants. He looked down at a head full of blonde hair. Green eyes stared up at him. “What’s a good hiding spot?” Stasia asked, swallowing her giggles as she peered at Lincoln whose head was buried in his hands. He was counting to thirty in front of the hedges. 
He fucking sucked at counting to thirty. 
Borden picked her up quickly and set her down on a patio chair. He grabbed the extra picnic blankets from the table and guests’ jackets from an outdoor coat hook and buried her under them. She laughed so hard, the fabric shook. “You gotta be still,” Borden murmured, smirking as he turned away just in time for Link to shout, “15, 19, 16, 20! Ready or not, here I come.”
Borden took a seat nearby, next to Darlene. He pulled out his zippo, flicked it open and shut, watching Link run past a vibrating mountain of fabric. He heard Emma laugh with Hector. Hector was shovelling a burger down his throat, cracking jokes. A group of wives were gossiping at a table, talking shit about how men took forever to change a fucking kitchen tap. The husbands were talking sports and cars, casually drinking beers, oblivious of the utter shit talking happening feet from them.
Meanwhile, Borden and Darlene sat there, outside of the noise. They never fit in. They did well blending into the background. They liked it.  
“This isn’t so bad,” Borden muttered.
“Hmm,” Darlene grunted. She was gripping her cane. It was new. She’d only just started using it. 
Borden eyed it for several moments, feeling unusually drawn to the fact that she was slowing down noticeably. “You ever thought of moving in?”
He felt her eyes on him. He refused to look back. “I have a home.”
“You can keep your home. Noone’s trying to take that off you. You spend an awful lot of time here, that’s all. Some would even say that in the last six months you practically live here.”
She grunted again. “Then I’d have to see your face all the damn time.”
Borden smirked. “It’s a big house.”
“I don’t want to see death and blood and mutilated body parts.”
“I’m disgusted you think I would ever do such things on my property. I’m sophisticated, Darlene.”
Darlene chuckled, and it was genuine. “Indeed you are. All those secrets—”
“Come on, you must have a secret yourself.”
She thought of that. “I do.”
“Care to share one?”
“Since you cleaned up New Raven, I find you far less detestable,” she admitted. “I’m also very happy a certain man has died and that his daughter is thriving in your home. I appreciate your full disclosure about what truly happened.”
Borden blew out a breath. “That’s a big secret.”
She eyed Emma. “Don’t let my granddaughter know that.”
Borden mulled on that. “You don’t think it should have ended differently?”
“Theo’s demons would have latched onto her.” She frowned. “I didn’t trust that boy.”
“You think he was forced to mule in those early days?”
“I don’t think it makes a difference. Not in my eyes. All I know is he was no good for my granddaughter. Tell me, has she had a single nightmare in the last six months?”
“No.”
“She is healing.”
Borden settled the zippo down on his thigh. “She should know what I did—”
“Absolutely not!” Darlene retorted, shaking her head. “No. She has finally found peace. You respect secrets. Well, this is not our secret to tell, do you understand me?” Now her eyes drilled into him. “You are Marcus Borden, a fearsome killer, a violent thug who, in the eyes of this broken city, is not redeemable. It is an evil we gladly accept as opposed to the others that have tried to thwart you. And yet you falter for that woman. You are weak for her in a way I didn’t believe at first. I was completely wrong. As such, I am imploring you to continue to be weak for her and think of what is best for her.”
Repeating herself, she adamantly stressed, “It is not our secret to tell. Don’t tell her what you did.” As if to emphasise her point, she whispered, “Sometimes, the past doesn’t die. Sometimes…the people you love must die to silence it.” 
Borden stiffened a nod. 
It was too late to change things.
He did what he had to do, not just for Emma, but for—
“FOUND YOU!” screamed Lincoln, cackling like a madman as he unburied Stasia. She tagged him and then ran, and he stared after her with stars in his eyes. He loved her. He had his own little buddy now. A sister.
Borden relaxed back in his chair. “You think you could ever love a guy like me, too, Darlene?”
Darlene scoffed. “Fuck no.”
Borden grinned. “That’s the granny we know.”
◆◆◆
 
Here I am,
Here I remain.
At the end of it all,
With grief to my name. 
I am nothing,
But I have everything because I have you.
He stared at the fresh ink along his ribcage. It served as a sharp reminder that he came from nothing—he was still nothing.
That was exactly what Borden wanted to be.
One day, he would die, and the world would go on without him. But right now, right here, he shared a home that was filled with love and reason. He recognized his purpose in life every morning he woke up next to his woman, surrounded by children he loved and a battleaxe granny he started to really warm up to. He felt loyalty in his men, grateful for Hector, and for the flood of Lost Boys that, after the death of someone they looked up to, were giving him a chance to lead.
“I came back for you,” he had told Kate once.
But perhaps that wasn’t true. Perhaps, on his lonely travels, he knew his destiny was in New Raven. It drew him back. It made him return with a purpose in mind. That purpose went up into flames. He lost himself to grief. But grief existed every day. He looked at Emma and he felt it. He looked at his son, and at Stasia, and he felt it, too. 
He would always be one tragedy away from grief. 
It kept him humble. 
It kept him sane. 
It moulded him into the Marcus Borden he could be proud of. So that he could look at Emma and think, “Yes, I deserve you. Yes, I am worthy. Always and forever. So long as I am by your side.” 
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Epilogue



 
“You’re going to wake up. You’re going to be confused. The world’s not going to make any sense. You’ll feel yourself floating. That’s because you’ll be on a boat. Your throat will be on fire. That’s because the pill you took before I supposedly killed you has some nasty after effects. You’re going to hurt. You just got shot, motherfucker, and that will have been partly because I enjoyed doing it, and partly because I need your death to look real. You’ll have medicine. Strong painkillers in the bag of cash and ID I’ll have strapped to your hip. Yeah, it’s a fucking fanny pack. It’s going to look fucking ridiculous on a musclehead like you, but nobody will look twice at you for it. You need to blend in. You need to be a ghost. The only way this will work is if you never come back. This isn’t a fresh start. This is your last chance and it isn’t the answer. Some of the most dangerous men on earth are after you, and after the shit you told me you did,  you will never be safe. You will always live in danger. Like you said on that note, ‘Kill me, save Stasia,’ I will honour that with my life. Stasia will be loved like a Borden. She will always be taken care of. She will remember daddy as her hero. You will grieve. You will feel so alone, you might want to end your life. Don’t. Stop. Remember, grief isn’t your enemy. It is your companion. Let it be your lantern in the dark. Let it remind you that there is yet a purpose waiting for you. Go find it, Theo.”
 
THE END.
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