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Chapter 1

“Did you go to a meeting today?” Emma asked. She pulled at her collar as beads of sweat trailed down her neck. It was nearly ninety degrees outside and the twenty-year-old HVAC system in the Addiction Reduction Initiative building struggled to keep up even on cooler days.

Marcus shrugged, his dark skin shining with sweat. “I didn’t have time. I worked a double at the factory.”

“Why do you think you’re tempted to drink again?”

“Fuck if I know.” Marcus leaned back in his seat and ran a hand over his buzzed hair. “I don’t want to drink, but I want to chill when I get home from work, especially after working sixteen hours straight.”

“What about your games? I thought we talked about using gaming as a way to decompress after work.”

“My wife will kill me if I get on a game as soon as I get home from work. She’s been alone with the kids all day and wants to spend time together. Drinking made everything easier. I’d crack a beer when I got home, sit down with her, play with the kids, and I’d be fine. Now I’m just stressed and fucking exhausted.”

“It’s hard to learn new coping methods when you’ve relied on substances for so long. But it’s important to take the space you need to manage your emotions. Alcoholism is a lifelong illness—”

“Cunning, baffling, powerful. Yeah, yeah, I read the Big Book.”

Emma smiled. “Maybe that should be part of your routine when you get out of work. Say hi to your family, but take a few minutes to read a passage from the book and the Daily Reflection.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Marcus muttered. He pulled out his phone, his thick brows pulling together as he stared at the screen and sent a text. “I have to go. The wife wants me home.”

“Come back tomorrow if you need to, okay? We’ll get you through this.” Emma stood as Marcus left her office and started gathering her things. Marcus had just passed ninety days of sobriety, a huge achievement but also a dangerous time.

A lot of addicts stopped going to regular meetings after hitting the coveted three-month mark. It often led to a relapse, which sent them right back to square one. Emma was cautiously optimistic about Marcus. He was determined and he had two young kids at home. Although, that hadn’t always been enough for her clients in the past.

She pulled the black scrunchy out of her ponytail, letting her long, dark brown hair fan down her shoulders, and slipped it around her wrist. Massaging her sore scalp, she checked the bus schedule on her phone. She usually drove to work, but her car needed new brakes, and it wouldn’t be ready for pickup until the next morning.

Emma bit her lip, stuffed her phone into her pocket, and locked her desk drawers. Her overexerted mind raced as she left her office, stepped into the elevator, and hit the button for the floor level. A pale face marked with frown lines stared back at her in the reflection of the shiny doors and she frowned at her thin waist. Maybe she should start setting alarms to remind herself to eat.

She left the Addiction Reduction Initiative and walked toward the bus stop. It was after eight o’clock, and the Iron District was cloaked in the heaviness of an evening with a new moon. The few working streetlights cast long, flickering shadows on the cracked pavement. She hummed, the sound mingling with the distant droning of machinery from the nearby factories, providing an undercurrent of white noise punctuated by occasional shouts or muffled conversations drifting from the open windows of the run-down buildings she passed.

The businesses lining the street were old and worn, their brick facades stained with filth and graffiti. She sidestepped discarded papers and empty bottles and narrowly avoided a stray cat darting across her path, disappearing into the shadows.

As Emma walked, she passed a few late-night convenience stores, their neon signs buzzing faintly. She approached a large apartment complex, its exterior a testament to the landlord’s lack of care as the faded paint peeled off the sides. The complex was a notorious slum in town. Its tenants were often the poorest of the Iron District, mostly addicts or elderly people on a fixed income.

As she passed, she heard shouts and bangs from inside. It wasn’t unusual, and she ignored the noises at first, until she heard a high-pitched cry for help. Her steps slowed. It was a man’s voice, but that didn’t rule out domestic violence. Given the area, it could also be a robbery or a drug deal gone wrong.

Her heart thumped against her ribs as she hesitated at the edge of the complex’s courtyard, the shadows deepening around her. She’d applied to work at the Addiction Reduction Initiative three years ago because she wanted to make a real difference in the lives of the people in her community. The Initiative had given her plenty of crisis intervention training, but she hadn’t had a chance to put it to use outside of work—until now.

Emma’s stomach twisted as her feet turned toward the building. It would be stupid to go inside. But she couldn’t just walk away when someone was getting hurt and she might be able to help. Pulling out her phone, Emma walked up to the building and wasn’t surprised to find the main door unlocked.

She moved into the hallway, her ears ringing as blood surged through her body, preparing her muscles to flee. The sounds of an altercation upstairs grew louder as she moved forward. She made her way to the second floor, the stairs creaking under her light steps.

Emma walked toward a door that had been kicked open, stepping over splinters of wood as she approached. Every muscle in her body coiled, begging her to run while she still could. Her mother’s voice whispered in her mind, telling her to mind her own business. But people minding their own business was what allowed this community to disintegrate into its current state of poverty and crime. She refused to walk away.

She placed a hand on the door, inching it open as a man screamed inside. Through the crack, she watched as a large man wearing a ski mask towered over a cowering, pale-faced man. Brass knuckles glinted in the dim glow of the streetlight outside the window as the masked man curled his hands into fists and hit the cowering man, sending blood spurting across the floor as the victim slumped to the side.

The man with the ski mask pulled out a gun, pointed it at the bleeding man’s head, and pulled the trigger. Emma’s screams mingled with the gunshot, suppressed by a silencer yet still ear-piercing, and she turned, her phone falling from her slick palms as she raced toward the stairs.

Heavy footfalls chased after her and a hand slammed against her mouth before she had the chance to scream again. He lifted her off the step, pulling her tight against his hard body, and carried her down the last few stairs. All the adrenaline lurking in her muscles exploded out in a series of kicks as she fought to get free. Emma clawed at his hand, tears streaming down her face, and threw her head back, desperate to escape.

The back of her head connected against the man’s chest and he slammed her face-first against the wall, his hand still clamped over her mouth. Her vision went black, overwhelmed by panic and pain. He pressed against her and she squirmed helplessly, suffocating between him and the dirty concrete wall.

“Keep fighting me and I will hurt you.” His hot breath against her ear made Emma shiver despite the heat. Her limbs acted of their own accord, flailing senselessly. His voice deepened as he added, “Please don’t force me to do that.”

It felt like hours, but within minutes, the energy surging through Emma’s veins slowed to a trickle and her lungs burned, desperate for air. Her limbs stilled, weighed down by a thick blanket of exhaustion.

“Fuck,” he muttered. “Alright. You’re going to do exactly as I say because you don’t want to get hurt. Right?” Emma tried to nod, but her forehead radiated pain as she attempted to move, scratching it against the concrete.

The man stepped back from the wall, pulling Emma with him. He turned her around, careful to keep his hand over her mouth, and she instinctively reached out, clawing at his face, catching the ski mask in her fist and ripping it over his head. His hand wrapped around her throat in response, driving her back against the wall. She spluttered, choking from the pressure, while he glared down at her with a face that seemed familiar.

Her mind raced to connect the dots. He was over six feet, his bare arms bulging, his shirt stretched tight over a broad chest and hard stomach. His face was tense, set like stone, and it clicked. Nathan Hawthorne. His family was well-known in Port City. They owned the largest shipping company in the region and everyone knew they had full control over the port. She’d heard whispers about him at work, and it had been a big deal when his father passed five years ago. Everyone had wondered how Nathan would handle running the company. The economy of Port City depended on Hawthorne Shipping Co.

She shuddered at the look in his eyes. They were sharp, cold blue, and focused on her in a way that made her stomach sink. She wasn’t making it out of this alive.

“You just had to pull off the mask, didn’t you?” His voice was low, rough, and would have been attractive under any other circumstance. But Emma’s lungs burned with the certainty that her chances of making it out of this alive were slim to none and she stared into his face with wide, pleading eyes.

Her mind drifted to her parents. They’d already lost one child. Now, thanks to her stupidity, they were going to lose Emma as well. The tears came faster and she reached up to wipe them away, brushing her hand against Nathan’s. The brief contact sent a jolt of electricity whispering across her skin, and she swallowed hard.

“Listen to me carefully. If you scream or try to run, this will go badly for you. Nod if you understand.” His hand relaxed around her throat and she nodded several times, shaking.

“Good girl,” he murmured. A small trill of pleasure ran down Emma’s spine and she quickly dropped her gaze to the floor. The trauma was clearly making her delusional. Nathan took his hand off her throat and undid his belt buckle. Emma’s lungs contracted, expelling all the air they held in a horrified gasp. He held one hand out to her as he took it off and said, “Not going to hurt you. I’m going to tie your hands. Turn around.”

“No.” The word escaped Emma’s mouth before she could think about it, and her eyes widened. Nathan tilted his head, his brows furrowing.

“You’re insane,” he muttered. He forced her to turn around, drew her hands behind her back, and snatched the mask from her fist. The thick leather burned Emma’s skin as he secured her hands and began dragging her down the hall.

“Please, just let me go. I won’t tell anyone-” Emma inhaled as Nathan jerked them to a stop and gave her a look so filled with anger and fear it sapped the oxygen from the room, leaving her dazed.

“I told you to be quiet.” She dropped her gaze, the intensity of his eyes overwhelming, and stumbled over the uneven floor as he resumed pulling her down the hall, out the back door, and through the alley that connected the apartment building to the next street. He pulled her toward a nondescript black car and she dug her heels in, her heart flying against her rib cage. Leaning close to her ear, Nathan whispered in a quick, rough cadence, “Remember what I said. Fight me or make a sound and I will hurt you. Get into the car.”

He opened the back door and guided Emma inside. She curled up on the back seat, her eyes and cheek swollen. Her body tensed as he got into the driver’s seat, turned the car on, and sped off.

She tried to drift away into her thoughts as he drove. She’d been good at daydreaming when she was younger. They’d often revolved around going to college, getting a good degree, and leaving the Iron District behind forever. But that hadn’t been how her life turned out. Instead, she worked as a crisis intervention specialist at a non-profit in the Iron District. And she was currently in the backseat of a car with a man who had just killed someone and might kill her next.

Nathan drove up to a large, abandoned warehouse. The steel sides creaked in the cooling night air as eerie shadows cast by the single yellow security light danced around the building. He parked around the back, got out, and opened Emma’s door. She scooted back, kicking out at him. She tried to scream, but the only sound her throat could make was a horrified wheeze that was sure to star in her nightmares for years to come.

A strong, calloused hand wrapped around her ankle and dragged to the edge of the back seats. He wrapped a hand around her upper arm and placed another on the top of her head, guiding her past the doorframe and onto her feet.

Her wrists radiated pain, still trapped by Nathan’s belt as he dragged her inside. The interior was brightly lit by harsh LED bulbs and Emma squinted, her head pounding.

It was like something out of a movie. There was a wide, open area set up with various weight-training equipment and a large mat on one side. In the center sat four rectangular desks in a semi-circle, each with a computer tower, monitor, and a bunch of other equipment. The image of this space burned inside her mind like a Polaroid and she prayed this wouldn’t be the last thing she saw before she died.

Two men stood as they approached. One stepped forward, tall and lean like an athlete, while the other, somewhat shorter, with a stockier build, stayed back, one hand on the desk, his mouth open in shock. The one who stepped forward pointed at her and said, “What the actual fuck, Nathan?”

“She saw me take out Cambino. I couldn’t just leave her there.” Nathan pulled her to the nearest desk and pointed at a chair. “Sit down and be quiet.”

Shaking, she sat on the edge of the chair, wincing as her chaffed wrists protested the new position. She kept her eyes on the floor as Nathan signaled the others to follow him. They walked to the other side of the warehouse and argued in tense whispers.

Emma whimpered. She couldn’t die like this. But no one would know anything happened to her for days, if not longer. Her parents didn’t expect to hear from her every day and she lived alone. Having an active social circle suddenly seemed far more important than she’d believed.

Pain and stiffness pulsed through Emma’s arms as her muscles cramped. She stood and tried to move her arms within the confines of the belt, but it was useless, and within moments of standing, Nathan and the others approached.

“I told you to sit there,” Nathan growled, his face tense and hard.

“My arms hurt.”

“Come on, Nate. We should untie her.” The man who’d hesitated when she walked in watched her with wide, fearful eyes. She swallowed and stared at him, willing him to help her out of this.

“And then what?” The other man said. “You seriously fucked up tonight, Nathan. If she goes to the cops—”

Nathan whirled around and stepped up to the other man. Keeping his voice low and quick, Nathan said, “I told you this would be dangerous, Logan. Right now, you need to trust me and be quiet. I will handle this.”

“Please, I won’t run,” Emma whispered. “I just want to stretch my arms. Please.”

She straightened under their collective gazes. The shaking in her limbs wouldn’t stop, and she could imagine how pathetic she looked with a bruised, swollen, and tear-stained face. But she tried to look strong. They’d never let her go if they thought she’d run off the first chance she got.

“Nate, come on. We don’t hurt innocent people. You taught us that.”

Nathan closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Opening them, he walked up to Emma and said, “I’ll untie you. But remember what I said earlier. Got it?” She nodded and bit her lip as he spun her around, the warmth from his hands seeping into her aching muscles like liquid honey, and undid the restraint.

Pain and relief pricked her hands as blood rushed into them, and she moved her arms in front of her, gasping. She rubbed her trembling limbs, taking deep breaths as the stinging began to fade.

“You shouldn’t have brought her here.”

Nathan sighed and gave the other men a severe look. “Unless one of you wants a beating, I suggest you both shut the fuck up.”

Emma took a step back, freezing as their eyes turned on her. She wanted to stretch out her arms, shake off the burn in her muscles, but she pulled her arms close to her chest. Her gaze slid to the floor and she sat back down before her knees had the chance to give out.

“What are we supposed to do?” Logan hissed.

“Nothing. I brought her here, so she’s my responsibility. You guys should go home.”

“We can’t just leave, Nate. What if you need our help?”

“I think I can handle one little girl by myself, Alex,” Nathan’s tone was withering, and Emma tensed. She raised her head, eager to defend herself, but Nathan’s sharp look instantly changed her mind.

He had the face of a warrior. It was all hard lines, high cheekbones, and a square jaw. The others looked similar to him around the nose and eyes, as if they were related.

“You really want us to leave?”

“Yes. Go. I’ll fill you in later.”

Logan threw his hands up and scoffed but left immediately. Alex lingered for a moment, his gaze making her scalp crawl. She had never been the center of such careful attention before, and it wasn’t a pleasant feeling.

After a moment, she was alone with Nathan. A flash of his hand holding the gun, the reverberation of its shot in her memory, coursed through her mind, making her curl in on herself. Her eyes burned, the pressure of the evening too intense, but the rest of her felt numb, like she could just float away.

Nathan snapped his fingers in front of her face and she jolted upright. His eyes softened and a flicker of concern ran through his eyes before he put the hardass facade firmly back in place. “You’re not going to pass out on me, are you?”

“Of course not!”

“Good, because that’s the last thing I need tonight.”

“I didn’t think you’d be too squeamish about someone fainting in front of you. You know, considering I just watched you murder someone.”

Emma regretted the words the second they left her mouth and their effect on Nathan was instantaneous. His eyes darkened, tension etching into the hard line of his face, but he couldn’t meet her eyes. She sat still, her heart pounding against her chest with wild, rapid beats.

“Get up,” Nathan ordered. She couldn’t make herself move, so he reached down and pulled her out of the chair, his thick hand wrapping around her wrist, setting her skin on fire.

“Let go of me!”

Nathan’s tone was dark and predatory as he said, “You need to listen to me.”

“What I need is for you to get your hand off of me.”

“I’ll let go of you when you agree to behave.”

“Do you get off on this or something?” Emma demanded. She flushed, her stomach tingling as Nathan’s eyes roamed over her body. Despite wearing a collared, button-up shirt and work slacks, she felt exposed and vulnerable. She shivered and glared at the hand still wrapped around her wrist. His grip wasn’t bruising, but it wasn’t comfortable either, and being in such close proximity to a man she’d just witnessed murder another made her bristle with fear.

“Not under these circumstances,” he said. She swallowed and avoided his gaze. “Now, let me make something absolutely clear to you. What you saw wasn’t murder. It was justice.”

“Justice?” She scoffed and pulled her arm. His grip tightened and she whimpered.

“Yes. Do you have any idea who he was?”

“No.”

“It was Alan Cambino. Ring any bells?”

“The slumlord? Seriously?”

“I gave him a chance to turn shit around. Twenty-seven people died in his buildings last year. All of them because of his neglect and greed.”

“What are you talking about?”

Nathan’s eyes bored into hers. She glared, her lip trembling but matching his gaze with equal intensity. He gave a small nod as if in approval and finally released her wrist. She gritted her teeth, bringing her arm against her chest. He walked over to the nearest desk and jiggled the mouse. The screen came to life and he clicked, opening a file filled with obituaries.

“See for yourself.” He stood back, giving Emma room to stand in front of the monitor. She scrolled through the obituaries, her stomach sinking as she read through the causes of death. Heat strokes. Hypothermia. Asthma attacks.

“I don’t understand.”

“He would cut off the utilities for people who couldn’t pay their rent. Mostly elderly and disabled tenants. They died of a heat stroke in the summer or hypothermia in the winter. He knew they had nowhere else to go and no one to help them.”

“And the asthma attacks?”

“Asbestos.”

Emma frowned. “But why would he do that?”

“To get rid of the tenants who couldn’t pay their rent. It’s quicker and cheaper than evicting them.”

“No.” Emma shook her head. “It’s illegal to turn off someone’s utilities, especially in the winter. Why didn’t anyone report him?”

Nathan shook his head. “You are wildly naive. You think reporting him would have done them any good? He was a Cambino—one of the most powerful families in this city. They have connections with everyone—the police, the mayor, the DA.”

“That’s insane.” Emma stepped away and turned around, her mind racing. She’d assumed her city, like every major city, had some issues with corruption, but it couldn’t really be that bad. Could it?

“It’s the truth.”

“It’s still no excuse for murder!” She spun around, eyes narrowed.

“No? Should I have let him continue to kill twenty-two people on average each year?”

“You should have gone to the police! You could have gone to the captain. Your family has just as much power and influence in this city as the Cambinos.”

“Exactly. My family has built themselves up by stepping on other people’s throats for generations. We all have dirt on each other. I can’t go through traditional channels. But it stops with me.”

“If you really wanted to make a difference, you would expose them publicly—”

“And put my brothers in danger? My little sister? Do you have any idea what those people would do to my family if I tried to out them?” Nathan shook his head and looked away. “This goes way deeper than you think. Everyone powerful in this town is connected and has been for nearly a century. You can’t just out one issue about one family publicly without tipping over a row of dominoes that will crush you and everyone you love.”

Emma swallowed. The room tilted, and she raised a hand to her head, her eyes fluttering as she fought to keep them open. She couldn’t remember a time when she craved the blissful escape of sleep as badly as she did at that moment.

“Hey, seriously, don’t pass out.” Nathan came to her side and took her arm, his grip gentle this time, and led her to a chair. “Wait here.” Emma sat, head in her hands, until he returned with a bottle of water. “Drink.”

“You give a lot of orders,” she muttered. Taking the water bottle, she took several small sips. Her stomach rolled in protest, but the water spread through her veins, cooling her stiff face and easing the soreness in her muscles.

“Someone has to.”

“Why you?” Nathan opened his mouth, but she cut him off. “I mean, why are you doing this? If your family has benefited from the corruption for so long, then why do you even care? Why change anything?”

Shadows closed in around Nathan’s eyes as he glared at her and said, “That is none of your business.”

“No? You clearly won’t let me go unless I agree to keep your secret. And I can’t agree to keep your secret unless I can sleep at night. I won’t be able to sleep at night without knowing why you’re doing this.”

Nathan hesitated. Pain brightened his eyes and she nodded, keeping her expression smooth. He sighed and said, “Someone I loved was killed in the Iron District four years ago. The cops didn’t care. No one was ever arrested. I’m going to find out who did it. Figured I might as well take out the trash while I’m at it.”

“What are you going to do when you find the person?”

“Take a wild guess.”

They stared at each other. Emma swallowed at the tension in his face, the hard lines of his shoulders, her stomach fluttering, and she was the first to look away. “Okay, I get it. I’ll keep your secret. Please let me go.”

Nathan’s eyes fell to the bruise on her cheek, a reminder of being shoved face-first against a concrete wall that Emma imagined would take at least a week to heal. “Are you going to be okay?” Regret colored his voice and Emma raised her eyebrows, wincing as the slight pull of her skin aggravated her injured cheek. Nathan frowned, and his shoulders dropped as he moved away. “Wait here.”

Emma groaned. She was exhausted, in pain, and completely overwhelmed. She just wanted to go home. Nathan returned a minute later, carrying an ice pack and avoiding her gaze. “Put this on your face.”

She hesitated, then reached out and took the ice pack. Her fingers grazed his hand, making her lungs tighten, as if daring her to touch him again. The cold burned into her skin, making her hiss and draw the ice pack away for a moment before pressing it against her throbbing cheek again.

“Will you let me go now?”

“That depends. Are you going to tell anyone about this?”

“Would you believe me if I said I won’t?”

Nathan’s eyes flickered between hers and he gave a sharp nod. “Yeah. Because you know if you’re lying to me—”

“You’ll find me and hurt me. Yeah, got it.”

“You know, most people would probably be more scared right now.”

“Most people are probably smarter than I am.”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“What would you say?”

“Most people panic when they see things hiding in the dark. They run from them. You ran toward them. I can respect that.”

A warm glow spread through Emma’s chest and she cleared her throat. This was not the time to develop some Stockholm Syndrome crush.

“Thanks. So… I can go?”

“Yeah, you can go.”

“Great. Bye.” Emma handed him the ice pack and pushed herself out of the chair. She stumbled as the room tilted. Nathan caught her arm and eased her back down into the chair.

“Maybe I should drive you home.”

“Seriously? You’re worried about me now?”

“I’m not a bad person.”

“Tell that to my face.”

Nathan’s eyes darkened—with regret?—and he looked away. “What my brothers and I do is dangerous. If you or anyone else tried to go to the police, it would be bad.”

“Because you’d all go to prison for the rest of your lives.”

“No. Because the people we’re trying to stop would try to silence us and anyone who knew about us.” He met her eye and she shivered at the dark promise in his voice.

“Then, I guess it’s a good thing I’m not planning on telling anyone about what I saw.”

Nathan smiled and it transformed his face. The hard lines softened, revealing a glimpse of who she imagined he used to be. Someone fun, wealthy, unburdened by the responsibility that plagued ninety-nine percent of the city.

“Let me drive you home.”

“Should I be worried about you knowing where I live?”

“You heard my little brother. We don’t hurt innocent people if we can help it.”

Emma suppressed a yawn, warmth spreading through her chest at the affection in Nathan’s voice when he mentioned his brother. “Alright, fine.”

“I’ll help you to the car.” Nathan held out a hand and Emma took it reluctantly. She was immediately grateful for his strong, steadying presence as her feet struggled to stay flat on the ground. As they left the warehouse, Nathan gave her an odd look and said, “What’s your name?”

“Emma.”


Chapter 2

Nathan slipped in the back door and paused, his ears attuned to the hum of the refrigerator and the dull buzzing of the lights outside. He moved through the kitchen like a ghost, silent and quick, then ascended the stairs to the second floor. Making his usual rounds, he glanced into Alex’s room first, followed by Logan’s, and finally, Rebecca’s.

His siblings were all asleep, which was a rarity. He usually had to yell at Alex to get off the computer a few times, and Logan slept at his girlfriend’s house more often than his own these days. Rebecca, being seventeen, had hit the age of fierce independence, and he’d had several unpleasant conversations with her about not having sleepovers with whatever boy she was interested in that month.

Continuing down the hall, Nathan walked through his room to the master bathroom. He needed a long, hot shower. Tonight had been brutal and he wouldn’t feel right again until he’d washed the blood off his body.

Standing under the spray, Nathan’s mind cleared. He didn’t have much time for meditation, but showers were close enough. Half an hour later, he stepped out, refreshed and exhausted.

Back in his room, he sat heavily on the edge of his bed. His muscles ached from the confrontation earlier, and he had to continuously harden his mind against unwanted images of Emma’s face staring up at him with ash-brown, terrified eyes. The way the redness of her cheek after he’d pushed her against the wall had stood out like a neon sign against the paleness of her skin and the sounds she’d made when he’d had his hand around her throat haunted him. Nathan wasn’t the type of person to hurt someone without reason, especially a woman. But she’d caught him at a bad time and he couldn’t risk exposing his family to the danger a snitch would put them in.

Reaching over, he opened the drawer of his bedside table and pulled out an old smartphone. He turned it on, tapping his foot as it transitioned to the lock screen. Entering his pin, he scrolled through old photos of himself and Darla. She’d been beautiful, innocent, full of life. The kindest, gentlest person he’d ever met. Regardless of how long it took or how many lines he had to cross, he’d get revenge on the man who brutalized her.

* * *

Nathan sat in his office at Hawthorne Shipping Co., the weight of his dual life pressing heavily on his shoulders. The sleek, modern furnishings and expansive view of Port City through the floor-to-ceiling windows did little to ease his mind. Anthony Fontaine was next on his schedule for a routine business meeting, but Nathan knew better.

Anthony was the CEO of Fontaine Enterprises, which had a monopoly on the town’s hospitality and entertainment industry. They had their hands in the pockets of every hotel, restaurant, and theater in town. Drugs kept their businesses going. It enhanced the luxurious experiences for the rich and kept the poor too addicted to complain about the disparity between what was available in the Iron District and the rest of the city. It was fucking disgusting.

Putting a cordial smile on his face, Nathan stood as Anthony strolled into his office with the casual confidence of a man who believed he was untouchable. Dressed in an impeccably tailored suit, Anthony exuded power and influence. He shook Nathan’s outstretched hand and sat.

“Well,” Anthony began, his voice smooth as silk. “It’s good to see you again, son. Your family’s business appears to be treating you well.” Nathan smiled, his jaw clenched. Anthony glanced around the room and continued, “I’ve heard some interesting rumors lately. Something about increased security measures at the port?”

Forcing himself to maintain an air of apathetic calm, Nathan leaned back in his chair. “Just routine updates, Anthony. You know how it is—keeping up with regulations. For appearance’s sake, of course.”

Anthony nodded slowly, his eyes alight with suspicion. “Of course, of course. It’s just that… certain parties rely on the current level of security—or rather, the lack of it—for their operations. Any disruptions could be problematic.”

Nathan tensed, but he maintained his outward composure. “I understand the concern. But I assure you, Fontaine Enterprises has nothing to worry about. Our primary focus is efficiency. The port will continue to operate as it always has.”

Anthony leaned forward slightly, his gaze growing colder. “Make sure that it does, son. Some of the other families—the Everlys, in particular—were concerned when your father passed. They thought you may not understand how things work around here. I’m pleased to see you proving them wrong.”

A surge of anger flared through Nathan’s chest and he clenched his fists underneath the desk. What he wouldn’t give to beat that smug look off Anthony’s face. He fought to keep his expression neutral, knowing that any sign of his true feelings could be dangerous. “Yes. My father taught me about the importance of our family business. I take pride in honoring his legacy.” He smirked at the irony, but Anthony didn’t appear to notice.

“I’m glad to hear that. Because stability is key, Nathan. Disruptions not only hurt my business but could have wider implications for the port. I’m sure you understand.”

“I do. And I assure you, everything will proceed as expected.”

Anthony rose from his seat, straightening his suit jacket. “Good. Let’s ensure things keep running smoothly.” He extended his hand, and Nathan shook it, his mind racing with images of Anthony’s face underneath his boot, begging for mercy.

As Fontaine left the office, Nathan’s calm facade cracked, and he allowed himself a moment of seething anger. He longed to dismantle the corruption in this city piece by piece. But he knew he had to bide his time, plan carefully. Another high-profile takedown so soon after Cambino’s demise would raise too many questions.

Taking a deep breath, Nathan forced his anger back into the depths of his mind. He had to be strategic and patient. Fontaine’s time would come. For now, he had to play the game, reassuring his enemies while plotting their downfall from the shadows.

* * *

Beads of sweat trailed down Emma’s forehead as she leaned back in her office chair and waved a folder in front of her face. They really needed to do something about the air conditioning in this building before someone suffered a heat stroke. Instantly, her muscles tensed as if trying to cringe away from her thoughts. Flashes of the monitor in the warehouse ran through her mind while Nathan’s voice whispered in her ear: If you run, I will hurt you.

The chair squeaked as Emma pushed herself away from the desk and stood, pacing around the tiny room. It had been just over a week since she’d witnessed Nathan kill that man. He’d kidnapped her, hurt her, terrified her… and yet—

Stop it. Emma clasped her hands together, digging her nails into her skin, and breathed deep as the pain eased the ache in her chest and helped clear her mind. The trauma of the experience must have really messed with her head. It wasn’t in Emma’s nature to lust after the bad boys. She’d always been a good girl. Following the rules, dating nice guys who held doors open for her and held her hand, obeying her parents. The aching, anticipatory feeling in her gut when she thought about Nathan was completely alien to her, but it pulled at her subconscious, begging for another hit of adrenaline.

“Emma! Hey, Lisa’s here. She’s in a really bad way today.” Tina, a heavy-set woman with grey hair and kind eyes, stepped into the small office, her eyes darting around. She was one of the women who’d trained Emma when she started working at the Addiction Reduction Initiative.

“Oh no. Can you bring her over?”

“Sure. We’ll be right back.”

A moment later, Lisa walked in, and Emma’s stomach dropped. All thoughts of the vigilante flew out of her mind as she took in the heavy bruises around Lisa’s eyes and jaw. Her heart clenched at the sight of Lisa’s limp blonde hair and murky red eyes, and Emma tried to give her a reassuring smile. Lisa burst into tears and buried her face in her hands.

Her sobs were gut-wrenching and Emma ran forward, wrapping her arms around the frail, shaking woman. “Okay, easy, Lisa. We’ll figure this out. I promise.”

It took Lisa a long time to calm down. They sat in the straight-backed chairs in front of Emma’s desk as Lisa wiped her face with a tissue and took deep, shuddering breaths. Emma kept her voice low and gentle as she said, “Can you tell me what happened?”

More tears tracked down Lisa’s face as she looked away. “Mike was angry with me. He lost some product. It was worth two grand. I don’t know whether he used it or someone stole it off him, but it’s gone. He accused me of relapsing it and taking it.” Lisa coughed and shook her head, her face twitching as she struggled to retain her composure. “I got home from work at six o’clock yesterday and he was waiting for me in the kitchen. He screamed at me and told me I needed to give him back the drugs or give him the money for it. But I never touched his stuff, even when I was using! I tried to reason with him and I even offered to loan him the money when I got my next check. But he lost his mind. I’ve never seen him look at me that way before.” Lisa’s hands shook as she tore tiny pieces off the tissue in her lap. Her eyes were vacant and Emma reached forward, placing a hand on her arm.

“What happened next?”

“He hit me. I was screaming and trying to get away and he just wouldn’t stop.”

“I’m so sorry, Lisa. I know how much you love him. You and Mike have been through so much together, but I think it’s time to go to the police.”

“I can’t! You know that. He’s working for the Reapers. They have connections to everything in this city. The police, the mayor, lawyers, judges, everyone! And he won’t let me leave. You remember what happened the last time I tried to break up with him.”

Emma winced. He’d put Lisa in the hospital. That had led her on the path to sobriety, and Emma had met her shortly afterward when she’d come to the Initiative for counseling.

“He’ll kill you, Lisa. You know that.”

“What am I supposed to do?” Lisa put her face in her hands again, crying hopelessly. Emma’s chest tightened. She patted Lisa’s arm a few times, but her mind raced with indecision. Encouraging Lisa to go to the police might get her killed even faster if Mike’s connection to the Reapers went deep enough.

The Reapers controlled most of the city. She didn’t know how long the gang had been around, only that they operated in the shadows. Like chess players, they carefully manipulated major events in the city: elections, budget allocations, and policies. No one talked about it, but everyone knew the Reapers had control over the media, most major businesses, and even the justice system to some extent. Nathan hadn’t mentioned the gang last week—his fury seemed directed at the influential families who willingly worked with corrupting influences like them—but he must know about them and have some insight into their operations. Maybe he could help.

“You need to stay somewhere safe tonight. Do you have any family or friends that would let you stay with them?” Lisa nodded, wincing as she ran the tissue over her bruised and swollen face.

Emma swallowed, her muscles tensing, and said, “Okay. I think I know someone who can help. Give me some time.”

* * *

The Iron District was quiet as Emma drove through the dimly lit streets. It was a Monday night, and most people were too exhausted after a full day in the factory to go out. A few teens and young adults lingered in the streets, drinking out of bottles concealed in brown paper bags, smoking cigarettes, and listening to loud music.

She pulled up to the warehouse where Nathan had brought her and paused. The engine of her car continued to grumble while her eyes flickered over the worn and graffiti-covered exterior. The single yellow security light positioned over the door glared down at her and she squinted. There were no other cars here and she looked around for a sign of Nathan or his brothers, biting her lip. What if no one was here?

What if he was here? Would he be furious that she sought him out? She was an idiot to do this. Nathan was powerful—not to mention terrifying—and capable of the kind of brutality she’d never wished to witness in person. But something about the way he’d spoken stuck her in mind, bringing his face to the forefront of her consciousness when she tried to sleep at night.

He was angry and dangerous, but she didn’t believe in black and white. There was good in him, even if he kept it buried under a facade of anger and violence. Even though he hadn’t apologized, Emma could tell he’d felt bad for hurting her. The gentle way he’d helped her into his car, his insistence at walking her to her door when dropping her off, and the look in his eyes when she’d said goodbye were bright in her memory. Her skin itched the longer she sat there and her heart pounded against her ribs, erratic and desperate for something to happen that would match the emotional build-up eating away at the air in her lungs.

Emma shook her head. A lengthy internal debate wasn’t going to get Lisa the help she needed. But Nathan might. She turned off the car, climbed out, and walked up to the door. A small camera sat perched above the entrance and she looked up at it, raising a hand in an awkward half-wave.

Nothing happened. She turned her attention back to the door and knocked. The sound echoed in the quiet, loud and demanding, and she cringed away. They probably wouldn’t appreciate her drawing attention to their hideout, but she didn’t know what else to do.

No one came to the door. After several minutes, Emma kicked it, frustrated, and circled the building. There was a small door around the back. Another camera sat above this one and Emma’s lungs burned with anxiety. She took a deep breath, drummed her fingers against her thighs, and said, “Hello? I know you’re in there!” She had no real way of knowing who was inside, but she had the feeling of spiders crawling along her skin, suggesting she was being watched.

She waited, but there was no response. Sighing, Emma tried again. “If you don’t talk to me, I’m going to have to go to the police—”

The words were barely out of her mouth before the door ripped open. Emma’s mouth dropped as Nathan reached an arm out, grabbed her wrist, and forced her inside. He slammed the door shut and pushed her back against it. The cold metal soothed her burning skin as he leaned in close to her face, his eyes icy with rage.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

Emma swallowed. The carefully planned speech she’d rehearsed in her mind all evening had vanished, leaving her with nothing to offer except empty air. He wasn’t wearing a shirt. She averted her eyes and tried to ignore how his hot, sweaty body pressed close to hers made her skin tingle. She breathed in his scent, a combination of leather and sweat, and her thoughts scrambled further.

Nathan grasped her chin, forcing her to look at him. Her breath came in sharp pants as he frowned at her, his eyes softening. “What the hell is the matter with you?”

“I… I need your help.”

“You really are insane.” Nathan scoffed and dropped his hand, stepping away from her. Emma stayed pressed against the door, her skin singing where he’d touched her, and kept her eyes trained on him as he crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Go home, little girl.”

Emma narrowed her eyes, pushed off from the wall, and stepped forward. “Don’t call me that.”

“Fine. Go home, Emma.”

A trill lit up Emma’s chest when he spoke her name. His deep, rough voice echoed through her core, burrowing into her subconscious. Smoothing her face into a neutral expression, Emma raised an eyebrow and said, “I’m not going anywhere until you hear what I have to say.”

Nathan chuckled, but his eyes narrowed as his gaze rolled over her body, sizing her up, and she straightened, maintaining eye contact. “No. You don’t get to come up here and make demands. You roll up, park in the front, knock on my door, and call out to me, drawing a fuck ton of attention. I should beat your ass.”

Emma took a nervous step back. Her face had healed from last week, but the memory of his strength, holding her against the concrete wall like it took no effort while she literally tried to fight for her life, terrified her. She wasn’t eager to repeat the experience. A flash of Lisa’s face, bruised far worse than anything Emma had ever experienced, flickered through her mind. She couldn’t just abandon Lisa and leave her to the mercy of Mike and the Reapers.

“Fine, do it. Then will you listen to what I have to say?”

Nathan blinked, startled, and Emma suppressed a smirk. He tilted his head, a warning bright in his eyes. “You trying to get yourself hurt?”

“No. But my client is in danger and I’ll do whatever it takes to help her. Including working with someone like you.”

“Someone like me?”

“Someone dangerous.” Nathan frowned and Emma quickly added, “But someone I think I can trust.”

“Why would you think that?”

“Because you could have hurt me. You could have killed me. You could have kept me here like a prisoner. But you didn’t. You let me go.”

His eyes flashed with something—regret or desire?—and he closed the gap between them with a few heavy steps. She tilted her head back, her eyes sparking with defiance. He leaned down and Emma’s stomach jumped as she imagined his lips against hers, the way he would taste, the things he could make her feel.

Instead, he placed his lips close to her ear and whispered, “Why do I have the feeling you’re going to make me regret that?”

He leaned back, the intensity of his gaze forcing her to look away as she gaped breathlessly for a moment. Emma took a deep breath, ignoring the erratic beating of her heart and the pulsing along her skin. “I’m not trying to cause trouble.”

“You are trouble.”

Emma cleared her throat. “Look, are you going to help me or not?”

Nathan sighed. “Fine, I’ll hear you out. Come with me.” He turned and walked down a short hallway. Emma followed and tried to take deep, even breaths. Her muscles buzzed with tension as her heart slammed against her chest, but she forced herself to appear calm.

They walked into the large open area she’d been in last week. Logan was on the far side of the room, lifting weights that almost certainly weighed more than she did. Nathan led her over to the semicircle of desks and sat, nodding his head at the chair across from him.

She sat and looked around, frowning. “Alex isn’t here?”

“No.” He gave her a look and heat rushed to her cheeks. After a moment, Nathan added, “He has classes tonight.”

Emma smiled. It seemed so strange to think of these three men, literal vigilantes, having normal lives outside of this. She met Nathan’s eye and flushed at his expression. “What?”

“You look way too comfortable here.”

She shrugged and cleared her throat. It was odd how comfortable she felt around him despite their traumatic encounter. Maybe she was still traumatized and this was her mind’s way of coping with things it didn’t know how to process.

“I didn’t know where else to go.” Nathan leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms over his chest. He nodded, indicating she should continue. “I work at the Addiction Reduction Initiative. There’s a woman I’ve been counseling for a while, Lisa. Her boyfriend beats her sometimes. She came in today with black eyes and her face was… really messed up.”

“Did you tell her to go to the police? We can’t go after every asshole in the city.”

Emma narrowed her eyes and snapped, “She can’t go to the police and she can’t leave him. He says he’ll kill her if she tries and he means it. He works with the Reapers.” Nathan’s expression sharpened, tension jutting out through his sharp cheekbones. Emma leaned back, teething her lower lip, and glanced away. “That’s why I came to you. I don’t know anyone else who might be able to help her.”

“Logan!” Nathan called, his voice sharp. Logan dropped his weights, the harsh clang echoing through the room, and Emma winced as the noise fused with her growing headache.

Logan walked over, grinned at Emma, and said, “So, couldn’t get enough of us?” He was panting, his shiny chest rising and falling rapidly.

“I needed help.”

“I think you need the type of help we don’t offer.”

Emma frowned while Nathan smirked. “Are you saying I’m crazy?”

“If the shoe fits.”

“Fine, think I’m crazy all you want. As long as you guys agree to help Lisa, then I don’t care.”

“Who’s Lisa?”

“A friend of hers who has an abusive boyfriend involved with the Reapers.” Nathan gave Logan a long, silent look while the charming smile fell from Logan’s face.

“Oh. So, what’s the plan? Kill him?”

“What? No!” Emma stared at Logan in shock while Nathan rolled his eyes up to the ceiling and took a deep breath.

“I’m joking. Mostly. We definitely don’t want to piss off the Reapers by killing one of their guys. Not yet, anyway.”

“Logan, so help me, if you don’t shut up—”

“I said I was kidding!”

“You’re going to freak this girl out!”

“My name is Emma. Not ‘this girl’. Not ‘little girl’. Got it?”

The brothers stared at her in surprise. Logan nodded while Nathan glared at her.

“You’re being pretty rude for someone who needs our help, trouble.”

Emma sighed at the nickname, but chose to ignore it for the moment. “I’m not trying to be rude, but I need you to take this seriously!”

“I am taking it seriously.” Nathan turned his head to Logan and said, “Do you know how to work Alex’s shit?”

“Not really.”

“Great,” Nathan muttered. Eyes on Emma, he said, “What’s this guy’s name?”

“Mike Sikorski.”

“The last name doesn’t sound familiar. He must not be up high in their ranks.”

“He’s a street dealer. As far as I know, he operates mostly in the Iron District.”

Nathan and Logan exchanged a glance. Logan sighed and said, “The drugs in this city are getting out of hand.”

“Getting out of hand?” Emma scoffed. “They’ve been out of control for over a decade. I’ve been lobbying for stricter drug laws and better rehab programs since my first year of college.” A thought occurred to her and she frowned as she focused on Nathan. “I always thought it was gangs like the Reapers pushing the drugs. But the last time I was here, you talked about the powerful families in town being a major corrupting influence in this city. Are the drugs their fault, too?”

Another glance between the brothers sent Emma scooting to the edge of her seat. She raised her eyebrows at Nathan, who sighed and said, “Look, it’s complicated. The gang is a big part of the problem, but the families in this city have relied on the Reapers to keep the economy going for decades. The Fontaines rely on the drugs. So do the Everlys.”

Emma frowned. She knew the Fontaines owned most of the restaurants and theaters in town. And everyone in the Iron District knew the Everlys. They owned all the factories in the Iron District, including the iron factory, where most people in the district worked.

“What do they get out of it?”

“Money,” Logan said, shrugging. He dropped into a chair next to Nathan. “The Fontaines own nearly 70% of the city. They have majority shares in all the big hotels, restaurants, theaters, everything. Drugs keep the rich happy and the poor broke. It maintains the balance they like.”

“And the Everlys?”

“Need people too desperate to look for better work somewhere else.”

Emma scoffed and leaned back, throwing her hands up. Her palms landed against her thighs with a loud smack as she said, “So you’re telling me that every powerful family in this city is evil, basically? Except for yours, of course.” The sarcasm was designed to show her disbelief at the extent of the issue, but it seemed to reveal something else as Nathan and Logan looked away from her and each other. “What?” Emma stared at Nathan, her stomach twisting.

“I told you that even my family built themselves up on the suffering of others,” Nathan said. He shook his head. “Our family has been working with the Reapers for decades. You know we have control of the port. How do you think the drugs are getting here?”

Emma’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped. She pushed herself out of her chair, skin burning like she’d been branded as the memory of her brother’s face—cold, dead, lying on the bathroom floor—flashed through her mind.

“What the fuck?” she hissed. “You? You people are letting the drugs into the city! Why would you do that?” Tears built in her eyes as the anger swirled through her veins, mixing with adrenaline to create a dangerous, unstable cocktail of emotions, sending her into a spiral of fury. She turned, scoffing, and kicked the chair she’d been sitting in, slamming it against the desk and shaking the monitor. “Fuck you guys.”

The room went deathly silent as blood roared past Emma’s ears. She should have known better. They were Hawthornes—rich, selfish, and apathetic to the struggles of those who grew up in the Iron District. People like Emma and her brother, who’d overdosed on heroin before he’d even really had a chance to live.

Shaking her head, Emma turned without a word and stalked toward the exit. Her footsteps slowed as she approached the door, the hairs on the back of her neck standing, waiting to sense Nathan walk up behind her. If only he could explain and convince her they weren’t the bad guys, then she could still accept their help.

But he didn’t call out or approach her. So she opened the door, stepped into the thick night air, and got in her car.


Chapter 3

Hot, angry tears tracked down Emma’s face as she drove blindly through the Iron District. A few people mingled on the sidewalks, mostly the homeless, their hands cupping warm fifty-nine-cent cups of coffee from the local gas station or else wrapped around a bottle. Some sat on tattered blankets or towels while others paced the streets, their eyes unfocused, their limbs and faces covered in scabs—signs of bodies ravaged by addiction.

What the fuck was wrong with Nathan? How could he be this much of a hypocrite? He’d convinced her to keep his secret by claiming to be some vigilante bringing justice to their city. But he was just as evil and corrupt as the Fontaines, Everlys, and all the other powerful families. As far as she could see, the only thing he was doing was taking out the competition so the Hawthornes could obtain greater control.

She drove up to a small, single-wide trailer on the edge of the Iron District. Paint peeled away from the structure and a few shingles sat on the front yard, victims of a recent wind storm. She wiped the wetness from her face and walked up to the worn door, knocking briefly, then let herself in. Her dad sat in the faded and stained green armchair he’d owned since before she was born. He was a heavy-set man with a receding hairline, wearing a stained green t-shirt, and seemed to blend into the chair.

The sound of running water and clinking dishes drifted into the living room and tension eased from Emma’s shoulders as her mother’s humming reached her ears.

Her mother always hummed while she cleaned. It was something Emma had made fun of her for as a teenager, but her mother had impressed the importance of finding joy in every moment, even when you were doing something you didn’t want to, and it was a way of life Emma had grown to admire.

“Hey, sweetheart. What are you doing here?” Her dad stood and pulled her close. Emma breathed in his familiar scent of Old Spice body wash and cigarettes, her lungs expanding. “Laura, Emma’s here,” he called toward the kitchen.

Emma sat on the lumpy couch and smiled. “I just wanted to come say hi.”

“Emma?” Her mom walked in, face thin and haggard, wiping her arthritic hands on a blue kitchen towel. “You should have called! Are you hungry? Or I could make some coffee?”

“I’m fine, mom. I just needed to see you.” Laura frowned, her brows knitting together, as she stepped into the living room and sat beside Emma.

“Turn that down, Arthur,” she said. Arthur rolled his eyes, but winked at Emma and turned down the late-night talk show. “What’s going on, hun?”

“I had a rough day. One of the women I’m counseling is in an abusive relationship. She’s scared to leave him and I don’t know how to help her.”

“Why not go to the police?” Arthur asked. He put down the remote and shifted, threading his fingers together, giving her his full attention.

Emma sighed. “It’s complicated. I thought there was someone who could help, but I’m not so sure now.”

Laura grasped Emma’s hands in her own and gave them a squeeze. “You can’t save everyone, Emma.”

“I know. But what if I could help her?”

“How?”

She hesitated. “By working with someone who doesn’t always do things by the book.”

Her parents exchanged a look. “What are you getting yourself into, Emma?” Arthur asked, leaning forward.

“Nothing. Yet. I don’t know.” Emma sighed and leaned back against the couch. “I think there’s someone willing to help. But I don’t know if he’s a good person.”

“No one is perfect, hun.” Laura’s smile was gentle, her eyes haunted with the weight of sixty years living in the Iron District. Somehow, her parents had avoided falling into the trap of alcohol or drugs, but they’d lost plenty of people they loved along the way, including their son. “Life is rarely as simple as people being either good or bad. Most of us fit somewhere in between.”

“But that doesn’t mean you should get involved,” Arthur interrupted, giving Laura a severe look. “Listen, sweetheart, I know how much you want to help people. But you need to think about yourself first, because no one else will. Do what you can and keep your head down.”

Emma frowned. She’d been keeping her head down her entire life. What good had it done? Sure, she’d helped some of her clients overcome their addictions, but many treated the Addiction Reduction Initiative as a revolving door, never fully crossing the threshold into sobriety. She’d lost more clients than she’d saved, most of them overcome by the pull of addiction and poverty. And what help was there for people like Lisa, trapped by a connection to a violent gang? Maybe it was time to fight back another way.

“What if getting involved means the difference between saving someone or letting them suffer? I can’t just walk away now that I know what she’s going through. I feel responsible.”

“You’re not responsible. You’re a young woman with her entire life ahead of her. Do what you can at the Initiative and leave the rest to the professionals.”

“The police won’t do anything.”

“Then there’s nothing you can do for her.”

“Dad!”

“No, Emma. Listen to me. Your mother and I have already lost one child. We can’t lose another.” Emma looked away and her dad sighed. Standing, Arthur said, “You’re a good person, Emma. Of course, you want to help. But this doesn’t sound like something you should involve yourself in.” Arthur leaned down and pressed a kiss against Laura’s forehead. “I need a smoke.”

Emma and her mother were silent as Arthur grabbed his pack of cigarettes and stepped outside. Once he was out of earshot, Emma turned to her mom and said, “I don’t want to keep my head down anymore, mom. I want to make a real difference.”

“I don’t see what you could do, hun. If your client won’t go to the police, what other options are there?”

Could she work with Nathan? Now that she knew the truth? Emma sighed and shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll think of something.”

“Don’t put too much weight on your shoulders, hun. This isn’t your burden to bear.”

Emma smiled at her mom, but tensed, her mind racing. Her mother’s advice sounded very close to ‘you should mind your own business,’ and Emma was tired of that. Things needed to change.

* * *

“You’re right. That girl is trouble.” Logan clapped Nathan’s shoulder and stepped back. “She’s your responsibility. You’re going to have to do something to shut her up.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Come on, Nate. You saw how pissed she was. I bet you anything she’s going to run to the cops and tell them about Lisa’s boyfriend and us.”

“She won’t.”

“How do you know?” Nathan glared at his little brother and Logan rolled his eyes. “I get it, she’s hot, but—”

Nathan stood and stepped up to his brother, his body coiled with tension. “Don’t talk about her like that.”

“Wow.” Logan raised his eyebrows. “You like her?”

“No. Of course not.” Nathan sighed and scrubbed a hand over his face. He was exhausted and needed to focus on disrupting the Whitemore’s broadcast next week, not dealing with a low-level street dealer. But he couldn’t get the look on Emma’s face out of his mind when he’d told her about their connection to the Reapers. Nathan didn’t want to work with those pieces of shit, but it was an inherited problem, and it was going to take time to untangle.

“Then how do you know?”

“She’s a good person, Logan, and she’s smart. Think about it. She could have tried to convince Lisa to go to the police. But she knew it would get back to the Reapers and that girl’s boyfriend. You saw how scared she was when I brought her here before. But she came to us for help anyway.” Nathan respected her bravery, though it would almost certainly get her killed without someone to guide her. The thought made him tense, his shoulders bunching, and he turned away from Logan, running a frustrated hand over his short, dark hair.

“You definitely like her.”

Nathan turned, raised a finger in warning, and growled, “Shut the fuck up.” It didn’t matter that her wide eyes looked at him with a perfect combination of fear and admiration. The way her body felt pressed against his, the way she stood up to him—it was attractive. Nathan could admit it to himself. But she was going to get herself killed if she got involved in this. He couldn’t let what happened to Darla happen to another woman. Not if he could help it.

Logan laughed and held up his hands in mock surrender. “Alright, sorry. So, what do you want to do?”

“I’ll talk to Alex later. See what he can dig up on the boyfriend.”

“And then what? You going to kill him?”

Logan’s tone shifted and Nathan sighed. He knew his brothers weren’t thrilled about his methods, but Nathan only killed when it was absolutely necessary. Cambino had been given several warnings to turn his shit around and ignored them all. Nathan couldn’t let him keep murdering people to line his already deep pockets.

“No. We deal with this a different way.”

* * *

Nathan crouched behind a stack of crates in the dimly lit alleyway adjacent to the Whitmore Media Holdings building. The soft hum of broadcast equipment inside was barely audible over the blood rushing past his ears. Tonight’s broadcast was set to air in less than an hour, and he had no time to waste.

He adjusted his earpiece, checking in with his ally on the inside, Jack Callahan, who had secured a temporary job as a security guard at the station. “Jack, are you in position?”

Jack’s voice crackled in his ear. “I’m at the security control room. Cameras are looped for the next ten minutes. You’ve got a clear path to the broadcast room, but you need to move fast.”

Nathan slipped into the building through a side door Jack had left ajar. The sterile, brightly lit hallways contrasted sharply with the shadowy exterior. He moved swiftly, avoiding the few remaining staff who were too engrossed in their preparations to notice him.

Reaching the broadcast room, Nathan peered through the small glass window in the door. Inside, the Whitmores’ top anchor, surrounded by a team of producers and technicians, rehearsed her lines. The script on the teleprompter detailed the so-called benefits of the development project, a litany of lies that would devastate the Iron District.

He slipped inside, unseen, and approached the main control panel. With deft fingers, he inserted a USB drive preloaded with a virus that would scramble the broadcast signal, rendering it unairable.

Counting in his mind, Nathan waited until one minute had passed, then removed the USB drive and made his way back out the door. Secure in the shadows of the alley again, he gave the green light to Logan, who rushed inside through the same entrance.

Adrenaline coursed through Nathan’s veins, infusing his muscles with urgency. He wanted to be the one inside, giving Walt Whitmore the warning that would mean the difference between his life or death. But he’d promised Logan more field experience, and this was the safest opportunity he was going to get.

The building was silent and Nathan waited, half-crouched in the shadows, ready to run in at the first sign of trouble. But Logan walked back out a few moments later, giving him a thumbs-up, and they ran through the alleyway together. Stopping behind a dumpster, they ditched their masks and changed into the clothes they’d stashed in a nondescript black bag.

They exited the alley looking like different people than those who’d walked into it. They walked a few blocks over, got into their car, and made their way back to the warehouse. Once back inside, Nathan walked up to Alex, who tapped away at his computer.

“Did the virus take?”

“Yeah, I’m in their system. I deleted the broadcast notes and set up a back-door authorization that will alert me if they try to restore it.”

“Good. How did Whitmore take it?”

Logan grinned, his eyes wild with adrenaline. “He was terrified. I’m pretty sure he pissed himself.”

“Great,” Alex muttered, rolling his eyes.

“Did he agree to scrap the project?”

“Yeah. We’ll see if he actually follows through with it.” Nathan nodded, his brows knitting together. They’d learned of the Fontaine’s plans to revitalize the Iron District two months ago. The Whitmores, having a hold on the local news stations, were set to broadcast the plan to the city tonight and present it as a way to restore the Iron District to its former glory, but it was complete bullshit. The Fontaines planned on gentrifying the area, replacing low-income housing with luxury condos and snapping up local businesses to replace them with shopping malls and big chains. They wanted to force the poor even further back, cornering them to the blocks surrounding the iron factory, taking the rest of the city for themselves.

If the project went ahead, it would devastate the people in the Iron District. They would lose their homes, their jobs, their livelihoods. Nathan wasn’t going to let that happen.

“I found out some information on that Mike Sikorski guy,” Alex said. Nathan blinked, his attention turning to Alex as his brother pulled up a new webpage. “He’s got a pretty long rap sheet. Lots of minor charges for petty theft and possession. Nothing crazy.”

“What are we supposed to do about him? If we try to threaten him, he’ll just beat the fuck out of his girl.”

“And if I kill him, the Reapers will get even more suspicious than they already are,” Nathan muttered, frowning. The Reapers had gotten nervous after Cambino’s death. They were tightening their operations and security. Nathan was sure they didn’t suspect he or his brothers were involved in the recent disruptions to the corruption in the city, but it was only a matter of time before they were made.

“Plus, killing seems a little extreme in this case, doesn’t it?” Alex asked. Nathan sighed. Alex was only twenty-two, and he was by far the most sensitive in their family. He was surprised Alex had wanted to get involved in vigilantism, but his sensitivity also drove him to want to help people, especially those being taken advantage of, and especially when it was partially their family’s fault.

“I won’t kill him,” Nathan promised. “But we do need to do something.”

“Why? It’s not our problem.” Logan said, shrugging. Nathan glared and Logan smirked. “Oh, that’s right. Emma made it your problem, which makes it our problem. Right?”

“I’m going to beat you down, Logan.”

“It’s okay if you like her. You deserve to move on, Nate.”

Nathan turned his glare onto Alex and growled, “Don’t say that. I can’t move on until I get justice for Darla.”

“Which could take a while. What are you supposed to do in the meantime? Be celibate?” Logan barely dodged the half-hearted smack Nathan aimed at his head. “I’m just saying. You wouldn’t make this our problem if you didn’t care about her.”

Alex stood up, placing himself between his older brothers as Nathan took a dangerous step toward Logan. “I think I have an idea.”

* * *

“He’s right! It’s nearly impossible to get a promotion at the factory unless you’re friends with management. And you can’t be friends with management unless you’re willing to have a drink with them after work. How are we supposed to help people like Mateo stay sober when he’s being forced to make a choice every day between sobriety or the possibility of a raise that will help him support his family?” Emma struggled to keep her voice even. Anger burned across her cheeks as she glared at Marissa, one of the heads of the Initiative. The older woman sighed and removed her glasses. She brushed a strand of dirty blonde hair out of her face and wiped the lenses on the edge of her shirt.

“I hear what you’re saying, Emma, but he could still go to the bar and order a soda or something—”

“That’s not how alcoholism works! And that’s not the point! We need to help establish a union for the factory workers—”

“That’s out of the question.”

“Why?”

“Because Reece Everly would never allow it.”

Emma smacked her hand against her desk and shook her head. She’d been arguing with Marissa about this for half an hour and the injustice of the situation was infuriating. Ever since she’d talked to Nathan about the corruption in the city, it had become obvious to her how it infiltrated every aspect of life, especially for those in the Iron District.

The knowledge filled her brain like a swarm of chittering insects, demanding attention and resolution. She couldn’t ignore these issues now that she was aware of how deep they ran and how hopeless change seemed.

“Look, I love your passion; it’s one of the reasons I hired you. But this is way beyond our pay grades. We have to pick our battles.”

“Fine,” Emma ground out. Marissa gave her a small smile and left the office. Emma pushed back from her desk and stood, her limbs shaking as she paced in the minuscule space. Working at the Initiative wasn’t good enough anymore. She needed a way to enact real change. Nathan may not be a saint, and he may be a hypocrite, but at least he was doing something. Maybe he was doing more than she realized.

Emma wished she hadn’t stormed off during the last time they’d spoken. She should have stayed, demanded he explain. Maybe she would have liked what he had to say. Or maybe she was just desperate for a devil she knew that could help her defeat the devils she didn’t.

It was earlier than she normally left, but the stack of paperwork sitting on her desk held no appeal, so Emma packed up her things and left without saying goodbye to her coworkers. She was too frustrated for pleasantries.

Leaving the office, she turned down the sidewalk, making her way to the parking lot. She dug into her purse and pulled out the new phone she’d bought after her first encounter with Nathan. She’d left her old one behind in that apartment building and hadn’t been able to face going back for it.

Before she had a chance to unlock the screen, a hand slammed over her mouth while a strong, thick arm wrapped around her waist. She screamed against the hand and thrashed, dropping the new phone, her mind racing with panic.

The man lifted her off her feet, pulled her into a nearby alley, and pushed her against the brick wall. He placed a relaxed hand around her throat and she froze. His face was covered with a ski mask, but with one look into a pair of crystal blue eyes, she knew instantly who it was.

“You asshole! You scared me! And you made me drop my phone. Again! You’re paying for the next one.”

Nathan chuckled. “Sorry, trouble. But we need to talk.”

Emma rolled her eyes. The pressure of his hand against her throat was titillating. Warmth from his palm decorated her throat, marking it, making it ache for more. “Let me guess. You’re here to tell me you’re actually not that bad of a guy and you have a plan for dealing with the shit your family got involved in. Am I right?”

“No. I’m not that good of a person, and I don’t have a plan for that. Yet. But I do have a plan to help your friend.”

His voice was almost a whisper and she swallowed heavily, her throat moving against his hand in a way that felt too intimate. He must have felt it, too, because he immediately removed his hand and took a step back.

Emma stepped forward, drawn to him, and said, “What’s the plan?”

“Not here. Come with me.”


Chapter 4

“On a scale of one to ten, how sure are you this is fool-proof?”

“Well, it was thought up by a fool, so take that however you will.”

“Logan, what the fuck do I have to do to get you to watch your mouth?”

“Guys, shut up.” Alex turned from his computer and handed Emma a light folder. She clutched it against her chest as he explained, “Tell Lisa this has everything she needs to start over somewhere. There’s a birth certificate, social security card, money. Everything. But she needs to leave town without saying goodbye to anyone. After a while, she can reach out to her family to let them know she’s okay. Sikorski isn’t a major player with the Reapers, so they won’t care much if his girlfriend disappears.”

Emma stared, awed. “How do you know how to do this?”

“Alex is a super nerd,” Logan said, shrugging. Alex glared at his brother and shoved him.

“Don’t worry about it. Alex has been building computers since he was five. He started hacking government websites when he was twelve.” Nathan nodded at Alex, his face bright with pride, and Emma smiled. It was nice to see Nathan’s fondness for his brothers. It cracked his hardass facade, revealing a warmth that drew her to him like a moth to a flame.

“You can learn how to do anything on the dark web,” Alex added, shrugging.

“Thank you, Alex. Seriously. But why can’t she just tell her family where she’s going?”

“Because her boyfriend will know they know, and he might go after them,” Nathan said. “The best way to keep them safe is to keep them in the dark.”

“But they’ll probably report her as a missing person if they don’t hear from her.”

“Exactly. It’ll get on the news, be in the paper. That will be enough to convince her boyfriend they don’t know where she is and he’ll leave them alone.”

“This is crazy,” Emma muttered. Nathan was probably right. She couldn’t see any other way to get Lisa out of this. It was only a matter of time before Mike made good on his threat and killed her. “Okay. I’ll get these to her when she comes in tomorrow.”

“Good. Make sure she doesn’t go home afterward. Tell her to take the folder, get on a bus, and not stop until she hits the East Coast. The farther away she gets, the better. Once she’s settled, she can contact her family.”

“She’s not going to like this.”

“Probably not. But she’ll like it better than being beaten to death,” Logan said, shrugging. Emma’s mouth dropped and she raised a finger, ready to scold him for his insensitivity, but Nathan beat her to it.

“Jesus, Nate,” Alex muttered as the smack Nathan landed against Logan’s head echoed around the room.

Logan’s cheeks flamed and he took a few steps away, his hand covering the spot. Nathan stepped toward him and growled, “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“I was just—”

“Being an insensitive asshole.”

“Oh, sorry, I forgot you’re the only one allowed to do that.”

Nathan took a deep breath. “You’ve been pushing me for weeks, Logan. What’s the problem?”

“Maybe it’s the fact you promised me I could get into the field more, and so far, all I’ve done is threaten one moron who couldn’t even look me in the eye! I want to actually get involved, Nathan! Let me come with you next week when you—”

“Unless you want a real beating, Logan, shut your goddamn mouth.” Nathan looked pointedly at Emma, and she sighed, exasperated.

“What are you hiding from me now?”

“Don’t want your girl to know about your meeting with the Reapers, huh?” Logan raised his eyebrows challengingly as Nathan tilted his head, his expression cold. Emma turned to the side and brushed a hand over her face to cover the blush coloring her cheeks.

She couldn’t deny how attractive she found Nathan. He was powerful, confident, and, yeah, a bit of an asshole, but he had also gone out of his way to find a solution to Lisa’s situation. He didn’t have to seek Emma out and provide her with everything she needed to help Lisa start a new life. There was more to this vigilante than she’d thought.

But as Logan’s words sunk in, her stomach clenched, and she turned back to face them, frowning. “You’re meeting with the Reapers?”

“For fuck’s sake,” Nathan muttered. Raising a finger at Logan, he said, “Get your ass home and wait for me, Logan. I’ve warned you enough times.”

Logan swallowed and exchanged a nervous glance with Alex. Shifting, Alex said, “Nate, come on, man—”

“Don’t put yourself in the middle of this,” Nathan snapped. “Both of you go home. Now.”

Alex opened and closed his mouth, his eyes flickering to Logan, who shook his head. Muttering a goodbye to Emma, Alex led the way out, Logan following closely behind. It was quiet for a moment after they left.

“You were kind of mean to them. You know that, right?”

“I wasn’t mean to them. What we do is dangerous. They need to stay in line.”

“You didn’t have to hit Logan like that.”

“He has a listening problem. It’s the most effective way to get his attention.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “It also seems like an effective way to damage your relationship with him.”

“Trust me, he’s fine. It’s nothing compared to the methods my trainer used to keep me in line.”

Emma’s brows furrowed. “What do you mean?” He stared at her and she pushed, “Come on, tell me. How’d you even get started doing all of this, anyway?”

“It’s a long story.”

“Well, luckily for you, I happen to be a professional listener.”

Nathan gave her a withering look and Emma smiled at him. He rolled his eyes. Crossing his arms over his chest, Nathan blew out a breath and said, “I told you someone I loved was killed in the Iron District four years ago. It was my finance, Darla. And she wasn’t just killed. She was raped. Fucking brutalized. The cops never really looked into it. My dad died a few weeks later and I was really fucking angry.”

Tension rolled off Nathan’s clenched body in waves, as though he was barely able to contain the violent impulses surging under his skin. Emma shivered, her smile gone, and nodded. That was worse than she’d expected.

“After their funerals, I knew I needed to do something. I started looking into our family’s company more. Learned about the drugs, had meetings with the other powerful families in town and learned about their bullshit, and it fucking pissed me off. These people have enough money to rebuild the entire city ten times over, but they let people suffer to line their own pockets. I couldn’t be a part of it. So, I went to the head of security at my company, Jack Callahan. He’s ex-special forces. A real hardass, but I’ve known him since I was young. He trained me.”

“Just like that? No questions asked.”

“He asked a lot of questions. I told him the truth, for the most part. I told him I needed things to change. He said he’d been waiting for someone in our family to get their head out of their ass for twenty years.” Nathan smiled at the memory and Emma softened. His smile was magnetic, drawing her in even when he spoke about something so dark.

“And he taught you how to do all this? How to fight and… kill?”

They stared at each other for a long moment. Nathan nodded. “It took about a year of training before I started going out. Jack backed me up at first. He wanted justice for Darla’s murder, too.”

“Is that how Alex and Logan got involved, too? To get justice for Darla?”

“We were together a long time. She was close with them.”

“I’m sorry about your fiance,” she whispered, placing a hand on his arm. Nathan glanced down at her hand, his smile falling. His blue eyes crystallized as they stared deeply into hers, and Emma froze, her heart banging against her rib cage. Her face was tight and hot as they stared at each other.

After a moment, Nathan covered her hand and said, “What about you? Why are you getting involved?”

“I’ve been counseling Lisa for a year. We’re not exactly friends, but I care about her a lot. I can’t stand to watch her get hurt like this.”

“That’s not what I mean. Most people would tell her to go to the police or leave town on her own. Why take it this far? You didn’t have to come to me.”

“Maybe I’m getting fed up with all the injustice in our city, too.”

“Sure. But there must be more to it than that. The shit we do is brutal. Maybe even evil, sometimes.” Emma looked away. “So, why risk your soul making a deal with someone like me to help her?”

Glancing back at Nathan, Emma teethed her lower lip before answering, “I don’t know where the line between good and evil is anymore, or if it even exists. All I know is I would feel terrible if something happened to Lisa when I could have done something about it.” Nathan nodded, his expression softening. “Maybe this and my work at the Initiative is just my way of trying to redeem myself.”

“Redeem yourself?” Nathan’s brows knitted together as he frowned. “For what?”

“My younger brother, Rick, overdosed on heroin five years ago. I knew he was using. We were close and I tried to convince him to stop. I even tried going to his dealer and asking him not to sell to Rick anymore.” Emma took a deep, shuddering breath. “I was the one who found him. I should have done more to help him. He was my baby brother and I let him destroy himself.”

“Emma,” Nathan’s voice sent pinpricks of pleasure down her spine. She glanced at their hands, still touching, and swallowed. His hand was warm, calloused, and twice her size. She longed to know what his hand would feel like in other places. “That wasn’t your fault.”

“He was my little brother. My responsibility.”

“Yeah, I get that.” Their gazes connected and a burst of understanding and attraction ripped through Emma’s chest, taking her breath away. She’d never realized how broken her brother’s overdose had left her—how angry she was at herself and the people involved. How desperately she wanted to make a difference afterward. Nathan’s pain and passion for change mirrored her own in a way that was completely unexpected but deeply wanted. She’d been lonely for far too long.

Popping up on her tiptoes, Emma pressed her lips against Nathan’s, her mind blank. She moved on instinct, pressing her body close against his as he took his hand off of hers and placed it on the back of her neck. She shuddered and dropped the folder to the floor, melting into his touch, her hands trailing the length of his toned arms.

Nathan moved his hands to her ass and lifted her up. She wrapped her legs around him, sighing as he walked them over to the nearest desk and sat her on top. She leaned back, pulled her shirt over her head, and grinned at the predatory look in his eyes.

She bit her lip as he reached out, undid her bra, and threw it to the side. Emma straightened, head high, shoulders back, as his eyes roamed over her body, then snapped up to her eyes. The hunger and desperation for connection with someone who understood his pain shone through and Emma reached for him.

He leaned down, kissing her deeply. He moved his mouth to her neck, kissing, then biting with a force that took her breath away. The pain radiated through her neck, pulsing down to her core, and she arched against him. She’d never thought pain turned her on. Maybe she’d been wrong.

Within moments, they were both unclothed, and Emma’s eyes roamed over his body curiously. He was built to exert power, but his body was covered in scars—some small and thin, fading into his skin, others jagged and purple, suggesting they hadn’t healed properly. She looked into his eyes, filled with hunger and longing, and leaned her hips up, allowing him access. He entered her slowly, his movements surprisingly gentle, and she moaned as he filled the empty spaces inside of her.

“Emma,” he breathed against her neck, moving in and out slowly, almost tortuously. She gripped his bare shoulders, the muscles coiled and taut under her hands. Shoulders that gave him the power to crush her if he chose, but his hands ghosted over her skin, impossibly gentle.

The walls of her vagina contracted around him as he thrust harder and faster. She pressed herself tighter against him, her veins buzzing with electricity, her mind a melting pot of every desire for true connection she’d had over the past several years.

He moved his lips back to her neck, kissing softly, then biting down until she gasped. He smiled against her throat and she trembled as he moved to the other side of her neck and repeated the process. She squirmed underneath him, arching her neck to allow better access, squeezing his waist with her thighs.

The pain morphed into a powerful wave of pleasure and she suddenly wished he’d be a little less gentle. The dark urge moved through her stomach, pulsing lower, and she moved her fingers down to her clit.

Nathan grabbed her wrist, his grip bruising, and threw her hand to the side. “That’s my job,” he said, his tone a growl of possession and need. The pad of his thumb pressed against her clit and she spasmed around him, grinding her hips, desperate for more.

Her body shook, skin tingling, sweat dripping down her face as he worked her clit. Within moments, her muscles contracted, squeezing him in a way that must have crossed the line from pleasure to pain. She fell apart around him, moaning loudly, throwing her head back. He removed his thumb and placed his hands on her hips, driving himself in and out of her with powerful thrusts while she clung to his neck, depleted and shaking, until he also found his release.

Emma dropped her head forward and Nathan leaned down to meet her. They rested their foreheads against each other for a minute, panting. Nathan recovered first and pulled away, turning to a large rack set against the wall opposite them. He grabbed a towel for himself and one for Emma.

They cleaned themselves up and got dressed in silence. Emma’s skin buzzed and her mind went into overdrive as she struggled to process what had happened. Never in her life had she been so impulsive. Never had she allowed even an ounce of pain during intimacy. Sure, one of her boyfriends had sucked on her neck, leaving hickeys, but it had never hurt. The small taste of pain was invigorating. She’d never felt so alive, and she desperately wanted more of that feeling.

After a minute, Nathan turned to her and said, “I’ll drive you home.”

“My car’s still in the parking lot at work.”

Nodding, Nathan’s eyes traveled down her body and she shuddered under his penetrating gaze. Her heart ached to connect with him more, desperate for the feeling of complete understanding only he had been able to provide.

“I’ll take you to your car.”


Chapter 5

Nathan stood at the edge of the dock, the oppressive August humidity clinging to his skin. The air was thick and heavy, making it difficult to breathe. He looked out at the dark water, where a sleek, ominous boat was docked, its silhouette barely visible in the dim light. The Reapers had chosen the location well—isolated and easy to control.

He took a deep breath, trying to push thoughts of Emma from his mind. Their recent intimacy had left him both exhilarated and frustrated. She’d responded to him in a way he hadn’t expected, meeting his desire to cause pain with eagerness to receive. But now was not the time for distractions. He had to stay focused.

A low voice from behind startled him. “Nathan, it’s time.”

Nathan turned and nodded at the gang member, a hulking figure with a scar running down his face, and followed the man onto the boat. A few scattered lanterns illuminated the deck, casting eerie shadows that danced with the gentle sway of the vessel.

Crusher, leader of the Reapers, stood in the center of the deck, flanked by his lieutenants. The man wasn’t as tall as Nathan had expected, standing just below six feet. He stood in the shadows, his dark hair and eyes helping him blend into the darkness, and exuded an air of authority and menace, his cold eyes calculating as they locked onto Nathan.

“Nathan Hawthorne,” Crusher said, his voice carrying over the sound of the water lapping against the hull. “We hear you’ve been busy. Rumors are flying about you tightening security around the port. We don’t like rumors.”

Nathan forced a calm smile, though his heart was pounding. “It’s all routine, Crusher. Nothing that should concern you.”

Crusher’s lips twisted into a sneer. “Routine? The increased import checks don’t feel very routine.” Crusher’s tone was odd and scratchy, as if he’d spent a lifetime screaming, irrevocably damaging his vocal cords. What Nathan wouldn’t give to never hear his Godfather-esque voice again.

Nathan’s frustration simmered beneath the surface, but he kept his expression neutral. “I have a business to run. Ensuring the port operates smoothly is part of that. It has to look like we’re doing everything by the book. You’ve increased imports 50% over the last year. We don’t want the DEA getting suspicious of what’s really going on in this city.”

Crusher stepped closer, his breath hot and foul in the muggy air. “Let’s get one thing straight. Your port is our lifeline. Any changes, any disruptions, and there will be consequences. We’ve kept things running smoothly so far, haven’t we?”

Nathan’s jaw tightened, but he forced himself to stay composed. “I understand the stakes. But you need to understand that increased scrutiny from authorities is bad for all of us. I’m taking precautions to avoid drawing unnecessary attention.”

Crusher eyed him for a long moment, then grinned, his face twisting with malice. “I am the only authority you need to worry about. If your precautions start affecting our business, you’ll regret it. We know how to deal with problems permanently.”

Nathan’s chest burned with anger and he shoved his hands into his pockets to keep himself from doing something stupid—like beating the fuck out of Crusher in front of all his men and getting himself killed in the process. “Understood. I’ll keep that in mind.”

Crusher’s gaze lingered on Nathan, searching for any sign of deception. Finding none, he finally stepped back, signaling his men to follow. “Good. The Hawthornes and the Reapers have always had a mutually beneficial relationship. Don’t ruin a good thing.”

Nathan moved around the members of the gang, stepping off the boat and walking down the dock. He moved through the port, heading to his car, his mind racing. Slowly tightening security wasn’t working. They were too suspicious of his motives, and he couldn’t risk putting the people he loved in this kind of danger.

An image of Emma’s face, red from exhilaration, eyes wide as they stared up at him, flashed through his mind. He couldn’t afford distractions, but the thought of her, the memory of being inside her, was a constant, nagging presence.

He needed to forget about that girl. Sleeping with her once dishonored Darla’s memory. Anything more while Darla’s murderer walked free would be self-indulgent and disrespectful to the woman he’d loved. Besides, Emma was young and naive. She was better off staying as far away from him as possible.

* * *

It was everywhere. In the unfair working conditions at the iron factory, the improbability of an addict being able to complete treatment without significant financial assistance, the squalid conditions of the low-income housing in town. Now that Emma’s eyes were open, she saw the injustice everywhere.

It ate away at her. She hadn’t been able to sleep or eat properly since she’d slept with Nathan last week. In the quiet moments throughout her days, her mind wandered to him. Was he alright? Did he have that meeting with the Reapers? What was it even about?

She was driving herself crazy with worry and inaction. Now that she knew there was another way to fight back, Emma couldn’t walk away. Getting involved in Nathan’s vigilantism might kill her, but at least she’d have lived a life she was proud of rather than moving through the years ineffectively, never making a difference.

Before she could talk herself out of it, Emma left her apartment and got into her car. The warehouse felt safe and familiar as she approached it. She’d parked a few blocks away at a twenty-four-hour gas station this time. Hopefully, Nathan wouldn’t be angry at her for seeking him out again. Emma walked around to the back door and gave several rapid, firm knocks. The sound echoed and she cringed.

“Oh,” Emma breathed, taking a step back. Logan stood at the entrance, his bare chest gleaming in the glow of the security light. She swallowed nervously, but he stared at her with curiosity.

“Back so soon?” He asked, grinning.

Emma relaxed and smiled. “Is Nathan here?”

“Not yet, but he’s on his way. Come in.” He turned to lead them inside and Emma gasped, following him over the threshold and closing the door behind her. His back was covered in fading, angry red welts. They were perfect, straight lines of pain spanning from his shoulder blades to his waist.

Logan turned, his cheeks red, and raised his eyebrows. “What happened to you?” Emma whispered.

He shrugged and nodded inside the warehouse. They walked in silence, Emma’s eyes stuck on the marks down his back. Once inside, Logan turned to her and said, “Your boyfriend doesn’t like backtalk.”

Emma’s eyes widened, and she looked away, ignoring the way her heart fluttered when he referred to Nathan as her boyfriend. “Nathan did that to you?” He nodded. “That’s terrible.”

“It’s fine. I knew I was pushing him. Didn’t realize I’d pushed him that far. My own fault.” His voice was surprisingly soft and Emma’s heart went out to him.

“You didn’t do anything to deserve that.”

“Yes, I did. Nathan’s in charge. I have to listen to him, even if I think he’s an idiot sometimes.”

“How can you be so calm about that?”

“A beating from him is better than torture and death courtesy of the Reapers, which is what will happen if I fuck up out there.” Emma flinched and Logan sighed. “Sorry. I can be a little blunt.”

“That’s okay. I can take it.”

They stared at each other for a moment. “How’s Lisa?” he asked.

“Hopefully, halfway to the East Coast by now. She took it as well as could be expected.”

The warehouse door opened behind them and Emma whirled around, her heart lifting as Nathan walked inside. He ripped off his ski mask and she stepped back at the blatant anger in his eyes.

“Yikes. I take it your conversation with Everly didn’t go well?”

“I didn’t even get to him. Took out three of his personal security before I heard sirens.”

“Damn.” Logan walked off toward the weights and Emma’s eyes fixated on the lines across his back for a moment.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Nathan demanded.

She turned her attention back to him and swallowed. The image of Logan’s back and the knowledge that Nathan had beaten him made her nervous. She didn’t approve of corporal punishment in any situation, but now wasn’t the time to mention that. She straightened, steeling herself. She’d come too far to turn back now.

“I want to join you. I’ve been thinking about it all week. This city needs help.”

“No.”

“No?” Emma crossed her arms over her chest, glaring at him. “Excuse me?”

“You can’t help with the things we do.”

“Why? Because I’m a woman?”

“Because you’re small. Untrained. Weak.”

Emma scoffed, pain blossoming in her chest as if she’d been stabbed. Tilting her head, she let her impulses take over once again, adrenaline vibrating through her body, and snapped out, punching him in the jaw. Logan barked a laugh across the room while Emma swore loudly and cradled her hand against her chest. That had hurt! She didn’t realize she was punching a fucking stone statue.

Nathan glared down at her, but his eyes twinkled and the corners of his lips twitched upward. She gave him a resolute look, forcing herself to remain still despite the constant trembling in her limbs.

“You want to join us, trouble?” Emma nodded. Nathan considered her for a moment. His hand was a blur as it shot out, smacking her upside the head. She gasped and stumbled to the side. “Your reflexes suck.”

“So train me, then.”

“You really don’t know what you’re getting yourself into,” Logan called out. He’d stepped closer, watching their interaction carefully.

“If you don’t train me and let me help, then I’ll go off and try to make a difference on my own.”

“You’ll get yourself killed.”

“At least I’ll be doing something.”

She and Nathan glared at each other for several seconds. She was bluffing, of course. There was no way she’d try to do anything like this on her own. But she kept her eyes narrowed, determined and challenging, and raised her eyebrows. After a moment, Nathan’s expression shifted. He shook his head and said, “You don’t want this life.”

“Don’t tell me what I want,” Emma snapped. Nathan regarded her with a cool expression and she sighed, running a hand over her face. “I want to help. Maybe I’ll never be able to fight like you or Logan. But I can still help in other ways.”

“How?”

“I grew up in the Iron District. I know it and the community better than three rich kids who probably grew up in the White Oak neighborhood.” Nathan glowered at her and she grinned. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

“We’ve gotten pretty familiar with the Iron District over the last few years.”

“Maybe, but neither of you are trained psychologists. I can help with profiling, creating plans that the powerful families in town are more likely to agree to, even dealing with the criminals you go after. I can help.”

Nathan glanced over her head at Logan, who shrugged. Sighing, he said, “Okay. I’ll train you. But you need to understand that this is a slow process. It’ll take months for you to get in shape. And then more months before you even have a chance at holding your own in a fight.” Emma nodded, ignoring the uncertainty pressing against her chest. Nathan stepped closer, his body radiating heat and power. She shifted closer to him, breathing deeply. “And there are rules.”

“Such as?”

“When it comes to the training and vigilantism, I’m in charge. You do everything I say. Feel free to ask Logan what happens if I’m disobeyed.”

Emma swallowed, the sight of Logan’s raw back still clear in her mind’s eye. “I’ll do what you say.”

“Good. Come back tomorrow night.”

“Why can’t we start tonight?”

“Because I’m in a shit mood right now and I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Really? You don’t seem to mind hurting people.”

Nathan gave her a blistering glare and inched forward, his chest nearly touching hers. She looked away, the intensity of his gaze stealing her breath. “If you’re talking about Logan, don’t. He’s been asking for a beating for weeks.”

“Hey!” Logan called out. Nathan switched his glare to his brother, who quickly looked away.

“You also just hit me.”

“To make a point. You didn’t see it coming. Didn’t even try to defend yourself.”

“Guess you have your work cut out for you with me.”

“Clearly.” Nathan’s expression shifted, his eyes drifting down her body. He reached out and placed a hand against the back of her neck. Heat shot down Emma’s spine, curling her toes as she gazed into his narrowed eyes. “I only want to have to say this once, Emma. Doing what we do is dangerous. One wrong move, one wrong word, and someone could die. So yeah, I’m hard on my brothers and I’ll be hard on you, too. You all need to learn to respond to my commands immediately, instinctively. There can only be one person in charge in this situation. That person is me.”

The air seemed to leave the room, depriving Emma’s lungs of oxygen as she stared at Nathan, his rough voice buzzing in her mind. He raised his eyebrows and she blinked, clearing her throat. “Okay, I understand.”

“Good.”

Since Nathan seemed to place such an emphasis on relying on one’s instincts, Emma rose onto her tiptoes and kissed him.

“Jesus, get a room,” Logan muttered, walking past them and grabbing a water bottle from a nearby rack filled with supplies.

They pulled back, Emma smiling while Nathan stared off into the distance, his face tense.

“I shouldn’t get involved with you, Emma. Not until I get justice for Darla.”

“I get it. Maybe I can help with that, too.”

“How?”

“Do you have any leads?” He shook his head. “Do you have access to the police report?”

“Yeah, but it’s a fucking joke. The police didn’t give a shit.”

“There are always clues. The way she was attacked, the time, the location. Let me look it over.”

They stared at each other for a long moment. Logan hovered nearby, frozen, and Emma had the feeling Darla wasn’t often talked about. After a moment, Nathan blew out a breath, looked away, and said, “Fine, I’ll have Alex pull it up for you. But he’s going to be busy for the next couple of weeks. Exams. So we’ll work on your training until then.”

She nodded, glancing over at the computers. It was amazing how easily Alex seemed to be able to get information. He created a fake identity for Lisa like it was nothing. Nathan touched Emma’s arm, redrawing her attention, and said, “I have something for you.”

Emma’s stomach fluttered and her eyes followed him as he walked over to a bag in the corner of the room and crouched down. He stood, clutching something small in his hands, and walked back over.

“Here.” Emma’s mouth dropped open as he handed her a brand new iPhone that easily cost over one thousand dollars. She turned it over, admiring the sleek hard case, and felt her chest tighten. It was blue, the back covered with small dragonflies.

“How did you know I like dragonflies?”

“I saw a painting in your living room when I dropped you off that night.”

Emma’s throat constricted and she stared up at him, awed. He’d noticed that? And actually put thought into what she’d like? Looking back down at the phone, Emma shook her head. “This is too much, Nathan. It’s worth more than my car. I can’t accept this.”

“You can and you will.”

Emma pursed her lips and looked up at him. She tried not to smile at the twinkle in his eye. “You’re extremely bossy.”

“It’s one of my better qualities.”


Chapter 6

Emma’s lungs burned as she struggled to keep up with the pace Nathan set. Her legs were unstable, like a newborn foal, and the skin on her face felt too warm, stretched too tight. She slowed to a jog and stumbled, holding a hand out.

“Nathan, stop. I need a second.”

Nathan turned, his cheeks red from exertion, his form immaculate as he jogged back to her side. “Come on, trouble. Eight more blocks.”

“I can’t.”

“You’re stronger than you think, Emma.”

“My chest hurts. I think I’m having a heart attack. I hate running.”

He chuckled. “Pain is how you build endurance. Stopping now teaches your body to freeze in response to pain. Pushing through it teaches you to be strong. Let’s go.”

Groaning, muscles burning, Emma forced herself into a jog once again. Nathan stayed by her side, issuing commands about keeping her arms at the proper angle to help her breathe better and how to spring off her feet to reduce the strain on her legs.

While his advice may have been helpful, it was also annoying, which she told him in a clipped, breathless voice. Nathan shot her a dark look and she looked away, keeping her eyes focused on a streetlight in the distance. Its bulb wasn’t flickering, unlike the others lining this street, which was helpful because the flickering combined with the running made her nauseous.

When they finally reached the alley next to the warehouse, Emma collapsed against the filthy wall and struggled to take a deep breath. Nathan stood beside her and pulled her arm. “You need to walk it off. You can’t just stop after running like that. Come on.”

He led her up and down the alley, keeping a steady, even pace until her breathing slowed and the sweat began to dry against her body. After a while, he led her into the warehouse and directed her toward the bathroom.

“You can shower first if you want,” she offered, her eyes glued to his broad chest. She bit her lip as he caught her looking and smirked.

“I’m doing some weights next, but you’re done for the day. You need to give your muscles time to recover. Go shower.”

Emma rolled her eyes but did as he said. She stood under the cool spray, her body aching. She’d been training with Nathan for two weeks now, and it wasn’t what she’d expected. He was focused on getting her in shape, which meant a lot of running and exercises that used her body weight to build muscle. It also involved Nathan monitoring her diet, insisting she increase her protein, and making sure she didn’t skip meals. It was sweet and she’d seen a different side of him as they’d spent more time together.

He was a hardass—there was no doubt about that. But he was also kind, encouraging her when she doubted herself and praising her when she’d accomplished something. She felt like the best version of herself around Nathan, and the intensity of her feelings built with each day, leaving her nervous and exhilarated. She knew nothing could happen between them until they got justice for his fiance. But she hoped to make some progress on that front tonight. Alex was finally done with his exams, and he’d promised to pull up the police report for her that night.

Once she was dried and dressed, Emma walked back out to the main room of the warehouse and smiled at Alex and Logan. They were sitting at the desks, talking in low voices, and they smiled back.

Nathan dropped the weight he’d been using and came over to join them. She teethed her lower lip, instantly distracted by his chest. Alex and Logan exchanged a look while Nathan smirked and said, “My eyes are up here, Emma.”

Emma’s face burned while Alex laughed under his breath. She drew her eyes up to Nathan’s face and said, “They’re nice eyes.”

Logan groaned. “Come on, guys. We’re right here.”

Nathan shot his brothers a look. He turned his gaze back on Emma, his eyes burning with desire, but they both knew he wasn’t ready to act on it. Not yet. “I’m going to shower now. You need to eat something.”

“Yeah, I have food in the back.”

“Good.” Turning to his brothers, Nathan frowned at them and said, “Did either of you eat dinner yet? It’s eight o’clock.”

“Yes, mom, I ate at school,” Alex said. Nathan tilted his head, giving Alex a look of warning. He turned his eyes to Logan, who shrugged and muttered something about not being hungry.

“Not acceptable, Logan. You need to keep your strength up. Eat something.” He walked off toward the bathroom, Emma’s eyes glued to his toned shoulders as he left.

“I didn’t bring anything to eat,” Logan mumbled.

Alex raised his eyebrows and said, “That wasn’t very smart.”

Logan glared at him, and Emma turned her attention back to the brothers. “You can share what I brought if you like chicken salad. I have a few protein shakes, too.”

“Yeah, right. Nathan will kill me if I take your food.”

“You’re not taking it. I’m offering it. Hold on.” Emma went into the back room where the brothers had set up a makeshift kitchen. There was a mini fridge, a hot plate, dishes, and pretty much everything they needed to make a meal while they were at the warehouse. She grabbed the container of salad and two shakes out of the fridge, found two forks, and went back to the main room.

She set the food down on the desk, passed one shake to Logan, and ate. She was starving. All the training built up her appetite, and she’d found herself craving food in the middle of the night. Nathan had reassured her it was normal and her appetite would level out eventually.

“What are you working on?” she asked, nodding at the computers.

“I’m trying to hack into Fontaine Enterprise’s financial records, but they’ve updated their security since the last time I got in.”

“I still can’t believe you know how to do that stuff.”

Alex shrugged. “It’s not that hard.”

“Yeah, if you’re a nerd.”

“Be nice,” Emma scolded Logan without thinking. Alex snickered while Logan mock-glared at her, the corners of his lips twitching.

“Don’t think just because you’re dating our older brother, you can boss us around too.”

“We’re not dating!”

“No?” Logan exchanged a look with Alex. “It doesn’t look that way.”

“It’s too complicated right now. He’s still too broken up over what happened with his fiance.” Emma swallowed as Alex and Logan exchanged a dark look. “Speaking of which, can we look at the report now?”

Alex sighed. “I doubt it’ll do much good, Emma. It was just a random attack. Wrong place, wrong time.”

“There are always clues.”

Alex looked at Logan, who shrugged and nodded. Alex sighed, turned to the computer, and started typing. Nathan walked back out and nodded at Logan.

“Let’s spar.”

“You just got out of the shower,” Logan said, laughing.

Nathan shrugged. “I’ll take another one. I need to burn off some energy and you need to work on your submission holds. They suck.” Logan rolled his eyes, took a sip of the protein shake, and stood, following Nathan to the other side of the room.

Alex tapped Emma’s shoulder and nodded at the computer. “Take a look, but it’s not a fun read.”

Emma’s hands shook as she scrolled through the police report. The images of Darla were gruesome, too horrifying to look at for long. She read through the minute details in the report, her chest expanding with rage. No wonder Nathan was so furious. He was right; this report was a complete joke.

But, despite the incompetence of the police, she still believed there were clues. Darla had been attacked on her way home from the gym in the early hours of the morning. It had been light out, which was unusual for an attack like this. There was evidence that her body had been moved and the crime had happened elsewhere, suggesting she was taken by someone, raped, killed, and dumped in the Iron District.

The location her attacker had chosen was very interesting. Rather than hide the body, it was as if he’d wanted her to be found, but he didn’t want it to be obvious. She’d been placed in a dumpster, her foot sticking out at an awkward angle, on trash removal day.

Her mind raced. This hadn’t been a random attack. Whoever killed Darla planned it carefully. No DNA evidence was left behind, and she’d been tortured, but the report didn’t talk about that. Emma could see the cuts on Darla’s fingers in the photograph, the overlapping rings of bruises around her throat as if she’d been choked to unconsciousness and brought back again and again. It wasn’t indicative of a typical rape or murder.

“Alex,” she turned to the youngest Hawthorne brother, her brows knitted together. “What can you tell me about the Everlys and the Fontaines and the other powerful families in the city?”

“A lot. Why?”

“Is there a way to find out if they’re connected to any police reports? Listed as next of kin for people that were victims of a violent crime?”

Alex stared, his eyes flickering to Nathan and Logan as they sparred on the mat on the opposite side of the room. “Sure. What exactly are you looking for?”

“A pattern.” Alex gave her an odd look but turned back to his computer, his fingers flying over the keyboard. Within minutes, he had a dozen police reports pulled up and he frowned as he scrolled through them.

“That’s weird,” he muttered.

“What?” Emma leaned forward eagerly, shouldering Alex out of the way. He glared at her, but she ignored him, her stomach sinking as she looked through the reports. There were five specific reports that she wanted to separate from the rest and she clicked hopelessly around the screen, then turned to Alex and instructed him to select those files and pull them up separately.

He did as she asked, quiet and curious, while her eyes studied the screen, the sinking feeling in her stomach deepening. “Alex,” she whispered, her eyes glancing up at Nathan as he grappled with Logan, sending him to the ground with an impact that shook the room. Alex raised his eyebrows and she bit her lip. “I don’t think what happened to Darla was random.”

His eyes widened and he swallowed. “Why would you say that?”

“Look at this,” Emma scrolled through the reports, pointing to different sections as she spoke. “Anthony Fontaine’s first wife was murdered twelve years ago on her way home from a charity event to clean up the Iron District. That was right after he took over his family’s company. Four years ago, Reece Everly shot down the proposal to establish a union and fired the employees who didn’t show up for work that week. Remember the protests?” Alex nodded. “A few months before that, his mother died in Our Angel’s retirement home, and it says she died of pneumonia, but look at the autopsy.”

“Cause of death undetermined,” Alex whispered. He glanced at her and her skin crawled as fear crept into his eyes.

“Can you see if that coroner is still working?”

Alex nodded, his jaw clenched, and worked his magic at the computer. A moment later he sighed, pulled up an obituary, and tilted the screen so Emma could see better.

Goosebumps rose along her arms and she moved his hand away from the mouse, clicking back on the police reports. “Maeve Whitmore’s daughter was supposedly mugged in the Iron District nine years ago, but according to this report, they didn’t take anything—they just put her in the hospital for what seems like no reason. Nine years ago is when the Whitmore’s had that merger with Bright Morning Media—the last independent news station in the Iron District.”

“You think this is all connected?”

“I think someone’s gone to a lot of trouble to intimidate and control the powerful families in this city.”

“The Reapers.” Alex sighed and pushed back from the desk. “Fuck. Why would they go after Darla? Nathan wasn’t in control of the company yet.”

“Nathan said she died three weeks before your father did. Maybe they knew he was sick and Nathan would be taking over the company soon.”

“That still doesn’t explain why they’d attack Darla.”

Emma swallowed, her eyes dropping to the desk as she said, “Gang leaders work by controlling others. You can’t control someone unless you break them first.”

“Jesus, Emma.” Alex licked his lips and began exiting out of the reports.

“What are you doing?” Emma demanded, reaching for the mouse. He gave her a severe look and her hand stilled, hovering in the air between them.

“We can’t tell Nathan about this yet. Not until we’re sure. He’ll lose his mind.”

“Well, there’s no way to be sure, Alex.”

“Yes, there is. If the Reapers planned this, there would be something. Some communication between Crusher—he’s their leader—and whoever he sent to do it. Unless he did it himself. And even then, he must have told someone, at some point.”

“No one would ever admit to it, though. And even if they did, how would we find them?”

“What are you two talking about?” Nathan asked. Emma flinched, and Alex’s hand shot away from the mouse as if burned. Nathan crossed his arms over his chest, raising his eyebrows, and they looked away from each other, the air thick and laden with tension.

Logan walked over, drinking deeply from a water bottle, his eyes flickering between the others suspiciously. “What’s going on?”

“That’s what I’d like to know.” Nathan looked between Alex and Emma, his eyes dark with warning. Emma looked away, her body tingling with exhilaration and fear. If she was right, it was a breakthrough. But it also felt like a warning of the danger she’d put herself in by getting involved with them. “Someone had better start talking.”

“Nate… Emma has a theory. But that’s all it is. Just a theory. So don’t freak out.”

Nathan tilted his head, giving his brother a severe look. Alex dropped his gaze to the desk and Nathan turned the scorching expression on Emma, who straightened and said, “Alex, pull the reports back up.”

She walked Nathan through the crimes, pointing out that they’d happened just before a major change to the power dynamics in the city. His brows furrowed as he listened intently, nodding occasionally.

“The Reapers have been busier than we thought,” Logan muttered, glancing at Nathan.

Nathan leaned closer, his body tense as he spotted Darla’s report among the ones Emma had separated from the others. He stood back, his face a mask of coldness, and said, “You think they had something to do with what happened to Darla?”

Emma swallowed, her eyes locked onto his as she said, “I think they killed her.”

No one moved, frozen by the implications of the Reapers being the cause of Darla’s death. Emma’s chest constricted, a warning running underneath her skin, adrenaline infusing into her muscles as Nathan’s expression grew more and more enraged.

“Why do you think that?”

“Think about it, Nathan. The Reapers clearly aren’t shy about targeting loved ones to control the powerful families in this city. They worked closely with your dad, right? So they must have known he was sick and that you’d be taking over the company soon.” She paused, ripping her gaze away from his, her eyes landing on Darla’s broken body on the screen. Her voice grew quiet as she continued, “Gang leaders aren’t just violent. They’re manipulative and their organizations depend on secrecy. What better way to control someone from the shadows than to break them? What better way to break them than to brutalize the person they love?”

Chills ran down Emma’s spine as she spoke and she jumped out of her seat as Nathan turned, shouldering past Logan, and approached the wire shelving rack against the opposite wall. Logan tensed, and Alex sighed as they moved toward Nathan while Emma hung back, her heart thumping against her chest, painful and insistent.

“Nate, what are you doing?” Alex asked.

“I’m going to kill that son of a bitch.” Nathan threw on his shirt, put his gun holster in place, and threw on a pair of brass knuckles as he spoke.

“You can’t go out there like this.” Nathan turned, staring at Logan with such rage that his brother took a hasty step back, raising his hands. “I know you’re angry. We’ll get justice for Darla, I promise. But you can’t run out half-cocked like this.”

Logan angled his head down as Nathan stepped forward. “I will get justice for her. Tonight. The three of you need to get the fuck out of here.”

“Nathan, please—” Alex reached for his brother, but Nathan shook him off, stepping back.

“I love you both. But I will beat you down if you get in my way.”

Emma looked away, her eyes hot with tears. She moved forward, her voice gentle as she said, “You can’t get justice for Darla if you get yourself killed. I know you want to do something right now, but all you’re going to do is alert the Reapers to the fact that you know what they did and you’re working against them.” Nathan glared at her, his body taut and vibrating, his hand curled into tight fists. She reached out, placing her shaking hand over his, and waited for his hand to relax before sliding the pair of brass knuckles off his fingers. They were heavy in her palm, slick from his sweat, and she swallowed.

“We need a plan, Nate.” Alex looked between Emma and his brother with wide eyes as she put the knuckles back on the rack and reached for the mask in his hand. Nathan handed it over, his eyes burning into hers.

“Fine.” Nathan stepped toward Emma, raised a finger, and growled, “Don’t you ever get in my fucking way again.”

She nodded wordlessly and he stalked across the room, leaving the open area they usually worked in, and went into a back room she’d yet to see, slamming a door behind him. Emma let out a deep breath, her lungs starved for oxygen, her body trembling.

“Jesus,” Logan whispered.

“I told you we shouldn’t say anything.”

Emma gave Alex a look. “He deserved to know.”

“He’s going to be an even bigger asshole than usual until we figure out a way to take out Crusher.”

Emma narrowed her eyes at Logan and said sharply, “Can you blame him? What if it had been your fiance? Someone you loved?”

Logan held up his hands again, glancing at Alex, and said, “Alright. Sorry. Not trying to get a beat down tonight.”

His voice was teasing and the corners of Emma’s mouth twitched. She turned her eyes back to the door Nathan had walked through, her chest tight. “Someone should go talk to him.”

“You just heard me say I’m not trying to get a beat down tonight, right?”

Emma gave Logan a wry look.

“Why don’t you go talk to him? He’s not going to listen to us,” Alex said.

“Yeah, you’re the trained psychologist. You go deal with him.”

Emma scoffed, rolling her eyes, and said, “Fine, I’ll talk to him.” She approached the door and knocked cautiously. Silence greeted her and she reached out, gripping the doorknob in her damp palm, and opened the door, stepping into the room.

It was a small space set up like a bedroom. There was a cot in the corner, a dresser against one wall, and a rectangular desk against the other. Nathan sat on the edge of the cot, his head in his hands.

Emma walked up to him, her steps slow and measured. “Are you okay?”

“Not in the slightest.”

She sat beside him, placing a hand on his arm. “We’ll figure this out.” Emma hesitated, then added, “You have to let people help you, Nathan.”

He looked at her, his eyes dark and haunted, and reached a hand out to cup her face. “I don’t know if I ever would have made the connection you did.”

“I told you I could help.”

“This is dangerous, Emma. Especially now that we know the Reapers intentionally go after soft targets.” Emma raised her eyebrows, and he added, “Women, loved ones. People that aren’t directly involved.”

She sighed. “I didn’t think helping you would be safe, Nathan.”

“So why do it? Why not go back to your normal life and leave us to deal with the evil in our city?”

She shook her head, taking a deep breath. It was a good question. One that didn’t have a simple answer. “Because I can’t just walk away.”

“Because of your brother?”

“Maybe I’m trying to honor his memory by making our city a better place. Maybe I’m just trying to make myself feel better for not being able to save him.”

He nodded, his expression darkening. “Thank you for holding me back tonight. But I was serious. Don’t ever pull that shit again.”

She smiled. “Sure.”


Chapter 7

Emma smiled at the photo. It was of a young woman she’d counseled several months ago, her arms coated in twisting tattoos to hide the pick scars she’d developed after years of meth addiction. She sat on a checkered blanket in an open field, the lush grass dotted with daffodils. She wore a large smile, her bright red hair lifted by the wind, her arms wrapped around a sign that read ‘IT’S A GIRL!’

Beth had been Emma’s first client. It was gratifying to see her doing so well after the hell she’d gone through, withdrawing and untangling herself from a lifetime of connections to other addicts. She passed the photo back to the elderly woman who ran the herbal remedies shop, smiling.

“She looks great.”

“Thanks to you. I put Beth through rehab four times before we went to the Initiative. Now, she has a good job, a good man, and a baby on the way.” The woman smiled, her shaking hand placing the photo back inside the cash register with care.

“I’m so happy for her, Mary. Tell her I said hello, okay?”

“I will, dear. Let me know when the Initiative’s next community workshop is coming up. I’ll donate some more detox teas.” Emma smiled and nodded. She grabbed her bag of peppermint and chamomile tea and walked outside.

Along with training her body, Nathan was encouraging her to train her mind through meditation. She’d laughed when he first suggested it. He hadn’t seemed like the type of person to put much stock in meditation, but like with most things, he was serious about it.

Last night, she’d arrived at the warehouse to find Nathan turning down the lights and lighting candles around the room. It was incredibly romantic, but as usual, Nathan’s mind had been focused on the mission. He’d made them both tea, sat her down, and talked her through basic breathing and visualization exercises. It had been surprisingly intimate and goosebumps raised along her skin as she replayed the evening in her mind…

“This seems weird,” Emma said as Nathan went around the room, lighting candles and turning the lights down. He returned to the center of the room, draining the last of the golden liquid from his mug, and Emma did the same.

“Meditation teaches you to control your breathing and your thoughts. It connects you to your instincts. When you’re in the middle of a life-or-death situation, you can’t always rely on rational thought. Adrenaline takes over and you need to learn to work with it. Not against it.”

Nathan sat on the floor and pointed to the cushion in front of him. Emma sighed, her body sparking with nerves, and sat across from him. He reached out and she placed her hands in his, closing her eyes when instructed.

Prickles of an unfamiliar sensation rose along her skin, settling in the back of her neck, making her feel as though she were being watched. His voice was a low, comforting hum as he walked her through a simple visualization exercise. It was hard to focus on meditating when his hands radiated enough warmth to heat a small home and her body tensed, unable to relax as her mind drifted to other activities she’d enjoy at that moment.

“Are you paying attention, trouble?”

Emma opened her eyes, smiling apologetically. “You’re very distracting.”

Nathan smirked. “If you practiced your meditation, you’d learn to work through distractions.”

“I think I’d like to work on something else right now…”

He’d let her down gently, but she knew the walls around his heart were getting worn down. The spark between them was undeniable, heavy, demanding attention. She just needed to convince him that being with her didn’t dishonor Darla’s memory. Shaking herself out of her thoughts, Emma refocused on the reality in front of her as she walked down the block toward the parking lot. She needed to stay alert. Growing up in the Iron District had taught her to keep her eyes open and her purse close.

Streetlights flickered as she moved through the thick, humid air. She passed a few people as she walked, keeping her head down, her ears sensitive to the familiar sounds of the neighborhood. People argued loudly inside their apartment above the twenty-four-hour convenience shop as she passed while a man stood outside the doors, smoking a cigarette, his expression vacant.

A man stepped out of an alley as Emma passed, and her heart pounded, but she froze, her eyes widening. It was Luka. The asshole who sold to her brother. He was wearing a grey hoodie, his face partially concealed in shadow, but she’d recognize him anywhere.

He caught her eye and looked away, stepping back into the alley. Emma’s chest surged with fury, her muscles coiling, and she turned toward him without thinking. “Hey!”

Luka turned as she called out, tilting his head as she approached. “Emma?” He laughed. “I haven’t seen you in years. Looking to score?”

Emma’s vision went red with rage. This idiot was still dealing? Even after what happened to her brother? How many more people was he implicit in killing with the garbage he sold? The hair on Emma’s body stood on end as she dropped the bag and moved forward, her limbs shaking, her heart flying against her chest.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” she demanded, her voice loud in the otherwise quiet evening air. She shoved against his chest, sending him stumbling back. He tripped over a bag filled with aluminum cans, the crackling noise ripping through the still night.

“Whoa. Take it easy! You crazy or something?”

“My little brother died because of the poison you’re pushing.”

“People overdose all the time.”

“It was your fault!”

“You need to get the fuck out of here.”

Emma’s thoughts scrambled. Images of her brother flashed through her mind: smiling, dead on the floor, in his coffin on the day of his funeral. A sharp wave of pinpricks ran over her skin, urging her to do something, to get revenge or justice or whatever would work to ease the pain.

She threw a wild punch that Luka easily dodged. He shoved her back and she sprawled against the ground, scraping her hands. Springing back up, she charged him, knocking them both to the ground, and he cursed loudly, throwing her off of him.

“Crazy bitch!” He shouted, standing over her, a metal blade gleaming in his hand.

Emma’s eyes widened, her heart pounding with fear and she scooted backward, her hands scraping against the damp alley floor. He leaned down and held the knife over her, his eyes wild, pupils pinpricks of poison.

Not only was this idiot still dealing, he was using. Emma would recognize that expression anywhere. The anger returned in a rush of sound, her senses suddenly dialing into the world around her. The sound of running water through the convenience store’s door leading into the alley suddenly seemed unnaturally loud. Her vision sharpened, focusing on the sores covering his face. She took a deep breath, tasting sweat and fear.

She kicked out, catching him sharply against his ankle, smirking with satisfaction as he stumbled and dropped the knife, startled and off-balance. She dove for the blade and swiped at him viciously, ripping through the skin on his palm as he raised a hand to defend himself.

He turned and sprinted down the alley, disappearing through the shadows. Emma’s feet stayed planted to the ground, the vibrations from passing cars rushing up her legs, mixing with the adrenaline dancing through her muscles. She wanted to run after him, but her legs wouldn’t move, and within seconds, he was gone.

Emma looked at the knife in her hand, blood dripping off the blade, and dropped it in horror. What had she just done?

* * *

Voices echoed down the hall as Emma let herself into the warehouse and walked into the open area with slow, hesitant steps. Alex was the first to see her and his face dropped. “Nate!” He called over his shoulder.

Nathan and Logan froze on the mat where they’d been sparring and turned. Logan’s eyes widened, his eyes drifting down Emma’s face to her stained hands. She turned her eyes to Nathan, who rushed to her, grabbed her hands, and held them up, turning them over, searching for a wound.

“What happened?” Nathan demanded. Emma swallowed and looked away. “Emma, what the fuck happened? Are you hurt?”

“I ran into my brother’s dealer.” Her voice sounded odd to her ears, like it wasn’t real, something pulled from a dream and placed where it didn’t belong.

“She’s in shock, Nate.”

“I can see that, Alex. Get a fucking blanket.”

Nathan pulled Emma against his chest, pressed one hand firmly against her back, and cupped the back of her neck with the other. The warmth seeped into her skin, easing the ache in her muscles, inching her back to reality.

A thick weight wrapped around her shoulders as Alex brought over a blanket and she turned her head, staring at him with empty eyes. He gave her a nervous look and backed away.

“I need you to tell me what happened, Emma.”

“I don’t know. It happened so fast.” She frowned and tried to force her thoughts into some semblance of coherence. “I was at the herbal shop buying more of that tea. I saw him on my way to the parking lot.”

“The dealer?”

She nodded. Anger flared in her chest again. “He asked me if I wanted to score. I looked into his eyes and saw the poison running through his veins. He’s still selling and he’s using. Even after my brother died. Who knows how many other people he’s killed–”

“Okay. Easy, trouble. What happened next?”

She shook her head and closed her eyes. Nathan’s chest rose and fell with steady, even breaths and she tried to make her lungs match the pace. Feeling calmer, she said, “I attacked him. He pulled out a knife and I took it off him. I cut his hand. He took off.” The room seemed to freeze after she spoke. The clip of Luka running through the alley, the fear in his eyes when she’d cut him, ran through Emma’s mind and she hissed, “Coward.”

Logan let out a low whistle, and Nathan’s head turned sharply toward his brothers. “Get out. Now.”

Their footsteps moved down the hall and the door clanged shut behind them. Nathan immediately pulled away and held Emma at arm’s length, his eyes burning with fury. “What the fuck were you thinking, Emma? He could have killed you! You’re–”

“Untrained. Weak. Yeah, I heard you the first time.”

Nathan sighed, regret softening his expression. “You’re not weak, trouble. But you are fucking insane for going after a street dealer on your own like that. What if he’d been carrying a gun?”

“I wasn’t thinking about that.”

“Clearly.”

They stared at each other. Emma looked at Nathan’s expression, the worry lining his face, the anger burning in his eyes, and felt the first drops of unease land in her stomach. “Nathan…”

“What did I tell you when you asked me to train you?”

The question sounded like a trap. Emma cleared her throat, looking away from the threat in his eyes, and muttered, “A lot of things.”

He moved a hand off her shoulder to grab her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze. She bit her lip, her heart rate speeding up. “I told you there are rules and consequences for breaking them.”

“I didn’t break any rules.”

Nathan tilted his head, his eyes flashing with warning. “Don’t fuck with me right now, Emma. I specifically told you to never try doing something like this on your own. Never.”

“I didn’t do it intentionally.”

“If you jump off a cliff unintentionally, you’re probably still going to die.”

Emma frowned. “What?”

“Your actions have consequences. It doesn’t matter whether you did it on purpose or not. You disobeyed me.”

The air froze between them, hot and thick with her broken promise and Nathan’s anger. She looked away, nodding once.

He curled his fingers around the back of her neck and said, “Do you know why most people follow the rules, Emma?” She shook her head, sparks of nervousness lighting up her stomach and crawling into her lungs, making it hard to breathe. “Because they fear consequences. You don’t have that fear yet. But you will when I’m done with you.”

The air evaporated from her lungs and a shiver ran up her spine. He moved away from her, walking into the other room and she stood, frozen, her mouth dry. Nathan came back into the room, carrying a small plastic container, and wrapped his hand around her arm, pulling her over to the opposite side of the room.

She frowned, the fear turning to confusion as he opened the container and poured a thick layer of rice on the floor in front of the wall. She looked up at him, raising her eyebrows in confusion, but the burning look in his eyes had her leaning away.

“Kneel.” Her stomach fluttered at the word, pulses of desire and fear shooting across her skin. She looked between him and the floor.

“Are you serious?”

“Emma. I am trying very hard not to beat your ass right now. Get on your fucking knees.”

She swallowed, her eyes darting away from the dangerous look in his eyes. The ache in her chest grew as her heart slammed against her rib cage and her lungs struggled to take in a deep breath. Chewing on her lower lip, Emma forced herself to move forward and knelt down, hissing as the tiny grains stuck to her skin. It was uncomfortable, but she knew it would quickly turn painful.

“Don’t move.” Nathan walked away, leaving her staring at the wall, her skin itching madly where it touched the rice. She wished she’d worn pants instead of shorts tonight. At least that would have offered some protection. Not that she could have anticipated the way this evening had gone.

Minutes passed with excruciating slowness and Emma focused on the breathing exercises Nathan had taught her, drawing air in through her nose, holding it in her lungs, and releasing it through her mouth. But the itching sensation became overwhelming and she shifted, a whimper escaping from her lips despite pressing them tightly together.

A warm, prickling sensation alerted her to Nathan’s presence and she stopped moving, squeezing her eyes shut, focusing on her breathing again. The low hum of the HVAC system was the only sound in the room for a while, but it was barely audible over her own loud, ragged breaths.

The pain became tortuous and she considered standing up, brushing the grains off, telling Nathan off for using such a cruel punishment. But something stopped her. Maybe it was because she knew he was right and she’d made a stupid decision that could have gotten her killed. But a whisper in the back of her mind said something else was holding her back. A part of her wanted to see how far he’d take it. How much she could endure.

Eventually, when the pain had consumed her thoughts and she was lost in a trance of counting her breaths, Nathan appeared in her peripheral, watching her with dark, hungry eyes. He crouched down, waited for her to look at him, and said, “Disobey me again and I won’t let you off so easy next time. We clear?”

She swallowed and nodded quickly, the itching rising up past the pain again, making her hands shake as she curled them into fists. He reached for her and helped her into a standing position, holding her arms as her knees buckled.

Emma’s body flooded with relief as Nathan leaned down and began picking the grains out of her skin. It burned, and she bit her lip. Her head leaned back, and an odd sensation of exhilaration wrapped around her tired limbs.

“Come on, trouble. You need to rest.” He walked her into the bedroom and helped her lay down. He pulled the blanket up to her shoulders and smoothed a hand over her hair. “You need to learn to control your impulses, Emma.”

“I thought you were training me to trust my instincts.”

“I’m training you to respond to mine.”

A surge of desire ran through Emma’s body, but exhaustion scrambled her thoughts. She shifted back on the cot and said, “Will you stay with me?”

His expression softened, and he leaned forward, placing a soft kiss against her forehead. She shivered, her eyes locked on his as he settled onto the cot next to her. Emma curled up in his arms, rested her head against his chest, and blocked out everything except the beat of his heart.


Chapter 8

Emma moved through work with unfocused eyes. The more time she spent with Nathan, the less real the rest of her life seemed. It was as if she’d discovered a secret about their city that few other people knew and she couldn’t talk about it, couldn’t do anything about it, except when she was with Nathan.

She counseled her clients, doing her best to give them her full attention, but their stories filled her belly with a rage that grew deeper each day. It frightened her, this darkness she was unlocking inside of herself.

Emma had always believed in rules and order. She’d believed in the law, in the police, in the justice system. But it was far more corrupt than she could have ever believed and the fact that the only people who could actually do something about it—the wealthy and the influential—were implicit in the corruption made her burn with fury. Why hadn’t anyone else noticed?

A part of her didn’t blame them after reading those police reports. What would she do if she were a judge or a cop and a gang member targeted her parents? Would she comply to save their lives?

Most people like to think of themselves as good, having morals and values. But when the normal rules of society were stripped away and instinct was all that remained, those morals went out the window. What would she give to save the life of someone she cared about? Control over the ports? The prisons? The low-income housing in the Iron District? She would give anything. The Reapers knew that. And because they had no morals, no values outside of their own selfish gains, they had no issues with using other people’s instincts to fulfill their agenda.

It was a horrifying realization, though not an entirely unexpected one. As a trained psychologist, Emma understood human nature. She knew that if someone were standing in front of a set of train tracks, with a loved one tied up on one side and five strangers tied on the other, they’d send the train crushing over the bones of the strangers.

But that had all been theoretical in college. It was a very different experience to see it happening in her city.

Days passed in a blur of growing dissatisfaction. She wasn’t making any real change at the Initiative and things were moving at a snail’s pace at the warehouse. Most nights, she trained with Nathan, then spent the remainder of the evening moderating arguments between him and his brothers as Nathan urged for action and his brothers tried in vain to calm him down.

But maybe tonight, they would finally make some progress. Emma sat in front of one of the desks, icing her shoulder after sparring with Logan, who’d been surprisingly gentle with her, though he was still stronger than eight of her put together. Nathan was stuck at work, handling some vendor crisis for their company, but he’d promised to go for a run with her in the park later.

Alex was talking animatedly, gesturing with his hands as he explained what he’d heard at school. “The merger went through last night! Their security is going to be weakest for the next few days while they work out the bugs. Bayview International works with offshore accounts. I’d bet anything the Reapers are behind this merger since Westside Bank was a small chain. I can hack into their system, find the Reapers’ accounts, and drain them.”

Emma raised her eyebrows. “How would that help? Sounds like it’d just be a good way to piss them off.”

“Offshore accounts have virtually no protection for cybercrime. They won’t be able to get the money back for a while. It’ll disrupt their operations, slow down the drugs, and give us a chance to get close to Crusher.”

Logan shook his head. “How exactly would this get us close to Crusher?”

“They’ll need more capital. They’ll probably go to the Delaney’s—they own the biggest investment firm in the state. We stake the place out and wait for them to show up.”

“What if they trace the hack back to you?”

“They won’t.” Alex sounded confident, but Emma wasn’t so sure. As far as plans went, it wasn’t terrible, but it wasn’t great. The Reapers didn’t seem like the type to take kindly to someone messing with their finances. What were the odds they had their own security in place, regardless of what meager measures the bank offered?

“I guess we run it past Nathan.”

“Or, I do it tonight. He won’t be back for hours. That’s enough time to get it done.” Alex shrugged at the dark look Logan sent him.

“You trying to get yourself killed?”

Alex rolled his eyes. “Nathan won’t be as pissed if I tell him about it after it’s already done.”

“No, he’ll be twice as pissed because you went behind his back.”

The brothers stared at each other and Emma rolled her eyes. She swore they acted like children sometimes. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to do this without roping Nathan in first. He definitely wouldn’t like it.”

“Nathan’s too overprotective. He won’t let me do it if he thinks there’s a chance it could go wrong.”

“Maybe that’s for the best.”

“It’s not. I can do this.”

Emma’s skin tingled with warning. This was moving toward dangerous territory, quickly, and she tried to get them back on track. “Look. Let’s shelve this idea for now and come back to it tomorrow. We can talk to Nathan about it and see what he says.”

Logan and Alex exchanged a look. After a moment, Logan turned to Emma and said, “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea. Besides, you have to get going.”

Emma’s stomach fluttered at the reminder. She was eager to see Nathan tonight, although less excited about the five-mile run he’d promised. After she’d spent an evening sleeping in Nathan’s arms, the tension between them had become unbearable. While her muscles ached in protest, begging her to rest, the warm feeling in her chest urged her forward, and she stood. She handed Logan the ice pack, smiling, and said, “So, we’ll bring this up again tomorrow?” The brothers nodded. “Good. I’ll see you guys later.”

She left the warehouse and walked a few blocks to her car. Like Nathan and his brothers, she parked in a different spot every day, trying not to draw attention to the location. She passed a few people on her way, nodding at some and avoiding the eyes of others.

It was late, nearly ten o’clock, but that was Nathan’s favorite time to run. He said it was good to get used to moving quickly in the dark. It helped strengthen her senses and taught her to rely on more than just her vision. He was right.

She got into her car and drove to a park on the wealthier side of town. It had a long, winding walking path that she and Nathan often used when running. She was early, but he was already there, leaning against his car, staring up at the full moon with a wistful expression. She parked beside him, got out, and walked up to him, smiling.

“You’re early,” he said.

Emma nodded. “I wanted to see you.”

Nathan turned to her, his face hidden in the shadows cast by the long tree branches extending over the parking lot. She stared up at him, her lips tingling, waiting. She was frustrated, being so close to Nathan and not being able to touch him. He was holding back with her and the frustration must have shone through her eyes because he sighed and said, “Emma, you know I like you. But nothing can happen between us again. Not until I take down Darla’s killer.”

“Why?”

“It dishonors her memory.”

Emma shook her head. “I know you need to get justice for her. I support that. But she wouldn’t want you to suffer and be lonely. She’d want you to live. Holding back like this, letting Crusher break you like he’d wanted, that’s what dishonors her memory.”

She held her breath, anticipating anger, maybe a hand around her throat again, but Nathan surprised her. He gripped her arms, his hands tight and warm, and pulled her close, pressing his lips against hers, leaving her dazed and thrilled.

Emotions welled up in Emma’s chest, strong and powerful, meeting the weight of Nathan’s grief without flinching. He moved one hand to the back of her neck, the other to the small of her back, and she locked her arms around him, breathing in his presence, filling herself with his strength.

They pulled back after a while, panting, and Emma bit her lip as his eyes captured hers, magnetic and irresistible. He smirked and said, “Maybe you’re right. But we’re supposed to be running tonight.”

“We could get our exercise in another way.”

He laughed, his face darkening as he leaned closer to her face. “Is that what you’d rather do, trouble?”

She grinned, her body pushing against his, insistent and needy. He nodded, took her hand, and brought her to his car, opening the back door. She slid inside, grinning as he slipped in beside her, closed the door, and placed a hand on the back of her neck again, sending a spiral of heat through her body, leaving her breathless.

He pulled her to him, kissing her deeply as she grabbed his upper arms, keeping him close. He moved a hand down her breasts, ghosting over her clothed stomach, and slipped underneath the waistband of her yoga pants. He moved his fingers around the elastic of her panties, deepening the kiss as he pressed a finger inside her. The stretch burned for a second, but her body quickly relaxed around him, inviting him further inside.

She gripped his muscular arm tightly and moaned as he pressed another finger inside of her. He moved his fingers like an expert, curling them in the right places, avoiding others, reading her cues as they popped up, leaving her writhing and desperate.

“Nathan,” she gasped as he removed his hand from her pants and tugged at the waistband. She lifted her hips, allowing him to slide them down her shaking legs, over her running shoes, leaving them on the floor of the car.

He pushed his shorts down, grabbed Emma’s hips, and helped position her on top of him. Emma bit her lip, breathing through the burn as she slid down his length, her body swallowing him eagerly.

Nathan fisted a hand in her hair and jerked back, exposing her neck. The move sent a searing burst across her scalp, and she bit her lip, shifting under his grip just to feel another jolt of that delicious pain. She moved on top of him as he paid attention to her neck, biting hard enough to make her squirm, kissing the abused areas with gentle lips, setting her body on fire.

Her neck ached from the strain and attention, and her scalp burned under the weight of his grip, but she loved it and reveled in it as it fed the growing darkness inside. He moved his hands, gripping her hips with bruising force, and she moaned, arching back, squeezing him.

“You’re mine now, trouble. Hope you’re okay with that.”

Emma nodded, biting her lip harder as she shuddered around him, her skin breaking out in goosebumps as an orgasm built and crested through her body, leaving her weak and trembling. Nathan came a moment later, moving her head against his shoulder, holding her close as they rode out the waves of pleasure together.

* * *

Emma held Nathan’s hand as they walked down the sidewalk, the warehouse less than a block away now. Her cheeks were strained from smiling, her core glowing with the remnants of pleasure. They’d driven back to the Iron District, giving up on running for the evening, and were going to hang out at the warehouse for a while. They’d make something to eat and finally spend time together that didn’t revolve around death, darkness, or training.

That had been the plan, anyway.

They walked into complete chaos as Logan paced behind Alex and shouted, “Shut it the fuck down!”

“What the hell is going on in here?” Nathan demanded, dropping Emma’s hand, moving toward his brothers with quick, purposeful strides. Emma’s stomach dropped, and her heart rate increased. They wouldn’t have been stupid enough to try hacking into the Reapers’ accounts while she was gone. Right?

Logan whirled around as Nathan moved into the room and immediately backed away from the computers. “Nate, I can explain.”

“Explain what?” Nathan glared at Logan, his brows furrowed in confusion as Alex’s hands flew over the keyboard, his shoulders rolled forward in quiet concentration.

“I’m out. It’s fine. They didn’t track me.” Alex said, pushing away from the computer, his face shining with stress.

“Who didn’t track you? What the fuck did you two do?”

Alex and Logan shared a long, nervous look. Emma stepped forward, her mouth opening, but she quickly closed it again. This was not going to end well.

“One of you had better say something.”

Alex stood and moved away from the computer, pulling his thin black hoodie tight around him, his eyes downcast. “I… thought I had a way to disrupt the Reapers’ operations. It didn’t work out.”

Nathan raised his eyebrows, staring between Alex and Logan in disbelief. Crossing his arms over his chest, he fixed Alex with a dark look and said, “Are you going to explain yourself now or after I beat your ass?”

Alex swallowed and Emma made a noise of protest, but Logan sent her a sharp look, so she held back. All the pleasant feelings she’d had earlier this evening had vanished, replaced by a deep sense of dread and unease.

“I was trying to hack into Bayview International. They just merged with a local bank, and they deal with offshore accounts, so I figured the Reapers were behind it. I thought I could get into their accounts, drain them, set them up to need more cash. We could have manipulated the situation to draw Crusher out.”

The room was silent for several seconds after Alex spoke, his voice trailing off nervously, eyes on the ground. Nathan nodded, tilting his head toward Logan. “And you let him do that?”

Logan avoided Nathan’s gaze and muttered, “I thought it seemed like a good idea.”

“But they noticed you hacking into their system?” He directed the question at Alex, who nodded. “So you had to back out?” Another nod. “Did they trace you?”

“No.” Alex’s voice was soft and Emma moved forward, standing beside Nathan, and placed a soothing hand on his arm. His skin vibrated underneath her palm and her stomach twisted. This was really bad.

“Alex, look at me.” Nathan waited until Alex made eye contact to say, “What the fuck were you thinking? If they had traced it back to you, we would have been made. You put all of us in danger tonight. Rebecca, too. Or did you think they wouldn’t target our little sister if they found out about us?” His voice was quiet, but the cadence was quick and furious. Alex’s eyes were wide, glistening with nerves and regret, and he shook his head. Turning his attention to Logan, whose eyes connected to Nathan’s instantly, he said, “And you should have shut this shit down before I got here. You’re his older brother, too, Logan. I thought I could trust you to keep Alex in line and have my back when I’m not here.”

Logan’s face fell and Emma shivered at the coldness in Nathan’s tone. Logan licked his lips and said, “We were just trying to help.”

“You both went behind my fucking back.” Nathan’s voice shook with anger and he stepped away from them. “Wait here.”

He left the room, moving toward the kitchen, and Emma stared after him, her heart in her throat. He’d been somewhat calmer than she’d expected, but the memory of her recent punishment and Logan’s back covered in welts darted to the forefront of her mind.

Nathan walked back into the room, carrying a thin, flexible piece of wood, and Emma took a step back. Alex inhaled and said, “Nate—”

“Put your hands on the table, Alex. Palms up.” Nathan walked up to Logan, his eyes narrowed, face tense with fury. “How’s your back?”

“Fine,” Logan said, avoiding Nathan’s eyes.

“Good. Go wait for me in the other room.”

“Nathan, wait.” Emma walked up to Nathan and placed her hand on his arm. She hadn’t argued when he’d disciplined her, but she’d come to see Alex and Logan as her own brothers, and she couldn’t stand the thought of them being in pain. “I know you’re upset, but I really don’t approve of corporal punishment. Studies show that it’s—.”

“Getting themselves killed is a little worse than getting a beating,” Nathan interrupted, glaring at her hand until she removed it from his arm. “What do you want me to do, Emma? Ground them? Tell them they can’t be involved anymore? Let it go?”

She shook her head, her mouth moving soundlessly. He raised his eyebrows, and she cleared her throat. “I don’t know.”

Nathan turned, stepped closer to her, and said, “Then either leave or be quiet.”

She flinched, his words too harsh, and his expression softened. She saw the opportunity and tried again to convince him not to do this while Logan and Alex hovered in the background. “I get why you’re hard on them. I do. But they’re your brothers—”

“Exactly. I need to be able to trust them. I need them to trust me. There needs to be a chain of command and consequences for breaking it.” Nathan sighed and turned to face her more fully. “You didn’t argue with me like this when you were the one in trouble.”

She shook her head, cheeks flushed. “I deserved it.”

“And you think they don’t?”

She frowned and looked away. A part of her was upset with them. They’d promised her they wouldn’t do anything without talking to Nathan first.

Nathan’s eyes studied her face carefully. He nodded and said, “It’s different being on the other side of it. But it isn’t any less necessary.”

Emma swallowed back the arguments she had about the psychological effects of physical punishments and nodded. It wasn’t her operation and she couldn’t think of a better way of dealing with the issue that Nathan would find acceptable.

Nathan leaned forward, kissed her, and said, “You don’t have to watch this.”

She hesitated. Alex and Logan avoided her gaze and she didn’t want to make them uncomfortable by staying, but something about leaving felt wrong. Impulsively, she said, “I knew about this.”

Alex’s mouth dropped open and he shook his head. Logan’s eyes shot to hers, burning with warning, but it was too late. She wasn’t going to build a relationship with Nathan on a foundation of lies or hidden truths. He was letting her in, and trust was clearly something he valued above all else.

Nathan stepped back, his eyes wide with hurt. “You knew?”

“Not exactly,” Logan said quickly. “We talked about it with her earlier, but we also agreed to wait and bring it up to you tomorrow. She had no idea we were going to do this tonight.”

“That true, trouble?” Emma nodded and Nathan sighed, his face smoothing with relief. “Good.” He moved forward, placing his lips next to her ear, “I wouldn’t have enjoyed beating you tonight, too. But I would have. Keep that in mind.”

Emma shuddered, her stomach tingling, swallowing hard as he moved back. He stared at her for a minute, his eyes dark and hungry, before he seemed to remember the cane in his hand. Nathan took a deep breath, looked at Logan, and jerked his head toward the door across the room that led to the bedroom.

“Nathan, you were right. This is my fault. I shouldn’t have let Alex do this—”

“It was my idea in the first place.”

“Stop.” Nathan held up a hand. “Trust me, Logan. I hold you more responsible for this mistake than Alex. You’ll find that out in a minute. Go.”

Logan nodded, his face pale, and left the room. Nathan turned to Alex and raised his eyebrows, nodding pointedly at the desk. Alex let out a deep breath and shook his hands out, flexing his fingers nervously. Nathan waited, oddly patient, until Alex finally laid the backs of his hands on the desk.

Nathan moved forward and said something that Emma didn’t catch, his tone low and deep with anger. Alex nodded, his head dipping forward, his dark brown hair covering his eyes. Nathan lifted the cane and Emma turned around before it fell, unable to force herself to watch such a brutal punishment. Alex cried out immediately, his voice cracking. Emma flinched, wrapping her arms around herself and digging her nails into her arms as if her pain could offset his somehow.

She squeezed her eyes shut as the scene behind her played out and counted silently until it was over. Six. He’d hit Alex six times. Was that a lot? She had no idea. Emma glanced over her shoulder and her eyes welled with tears. Alex sat, his hands held awkwardly in front of him, breath hitching as he struggled not to cry. Nathan was crouched beside him, one hand on his shoulder.

Nathan’s eyes were dark with warning as he looked at Alex and said, “I love you, Alex. I will lose my mind if anything happens to you. Don’t ever do something like that again. Got it?” Alex nodded and Nathan released his shoulder and stood, approaching Emma.

She blinked to suppress the tears hiding behind her eyes and tried to ignore the way her legs shook with adrenaline. Nathan cupped her face, kissed her forehead, and said, “Go into the kitchen and fill a bowl with cool water for his hands. I need to deal with Logan.”

Emma nodded, wondering how she’d gotten roped into this, her stomach twisting as he walked away. A few months ago, she would have vehemently protested punishing anyone like this, especially a younger sibling. But she’d already changed so much.

She walked past Alex silently and moved to the kitchen. The bowl nearly slipped from her hands as a cry from Logan ran through the warehouse. She caught it with the tips of her fingers and took a deep breath, her heart racing. Emma steeled herself against the noise, splashed some cool water on her tense face, filled the bowl, and brought it back out to the main room, setting it on the desk in front of Alex.

“Thanks,” he said, his voice quiet and dejected. He hissed as he inched his hands into the water, his face twisting.

Emma looked away, her chest tight with anger and guilt. She should have made sure they weren’t going to do anything before she left. But she also hadn’t had a reason to expect they would lie to her.

Looking at Alex, Emma hesitated, then said, “You lied to me. You and Logan promised you’d talk to Nathan about this tomorrow.”

Alex kept his eyes glued to his hands floating in the water, but his shoulders slumped further forward, and his voice was thick as said, “I’m sorry, Emma. Really. We just wanted to try. It was a time-sensitive thing. Their security will be even stronger tomorrow.”

“I don’t like being lied to, Alex. It’s not a good feeling.” His ears reddened, and Emma’s heart clenched. “You know how much I care about Nathan, but I care about you and Logan, too. Please don’t lie to me again.”

“I won’t,” Alex said, his voice hoarse. He looked up at her, his sincere expression fading as he teased, “You and Nathan make a good team. Gonna scold Logan when Nathan’s done with him, too?”

Emma’s cheeks burned and she looked away, smiling. “I wasn’t trying to scold you.”

“Sure.” They sat in silence for a moment, Alex occasionally wincing as his hands touched the bottom of the bowl. It was quiet in the other room now and after a while, Nathan came out, shadows decorating the underside of his eyes. He was drained, the anger replaced by weary exhaustion.

Alex looked up, his eyes moving toward the door, and Nathan nodded at it. Alex stood, grimacing as he removed his hands from the water, and moved toward the door, pausing as Nathan pulled him into a brief hug.

Emma stood and moved toward Nathan. She wrapped her arms around him, burying her face in his chest, breathing deep as he held her close.

“That sucked,” he muttered. Emma nodded against his chest.

“Is Logan okay?”

“Yeah, he’ll be fine.”

“You were a lot harder on him than Alex.” Nathan pulled back and nodded, his eyes distant. “Why?”

“Because if anything ever happens to me, and he and Alex keep doing this shit, he needs to learn the difference between a good opportunity and a bad one. This was a bad one.”

Emma nodded. “Was it also because you hold him to a higher standard than Alex? Since he’s the older brother, too?”

Nathan gave her a wry look. “Are you using your psychology training on me?” She shrugged. Nathan sighed. “Yeah, part of it was because he’s Alex’s older brother, too, but he’s also been doing this with me for a while. Alex has only been involved for the last six months. Logan should have realized the risks outweighed the benefits, but Alex is still pretty green. I’m not angry with him for wanting to help, but if that kid ever goes behind my back again…”

“Is this the kind of thing Jack used to do when he was training you?”

Nathan’s eyes darkened. “Jack wasn’t nearly as gentle as I am.”

The room was quiet aside from the whir of the HVAC system as Emma reached up and ran a hand along the side of Nathan’s face. His eyes stared into hers, full of longing and the weight of too much responsibility.

“It must have been lonely for you the past few years. Carrying the weight of all this, always being the one in charge, not having someone to talk to when you have a hard day.” She popped up on her tiptoes and placed a kiss against his lips, soft and comforting. “Thanks for letting me in.”

He moved a hand to the back of her neck, smiling when she shivered under his touch, and said, “You didn’t give me much choice, trouble.” He cleared his throat and added, “Thanks.”


Chapter 9

Emma’s chest rose and fell, her breath hitching, skin shining with sweat as Nathan stood over her silently. His eyes roamed over her vulnerable body, naked, wrists and ankles tied to the wooden headboard and footboard. She shuddered, her head moving from side to side, the blindfold tight against her face.

He enjoyed seeing her like this. Completely at his mercy. But tonight was an exercise meant to hone her instincts more than play with her. They’d have to indulge in that another time. Nathan moved around the bed, his footsteps obscured by the soft layer of carpeting, and paused by her left thigh.

Her head continued to move, unable to pinpoint his location, and he smirked. Warm, thick wax dripped from the candle as he tipped it forward. It hit her thigh and trailed down the side, making her legs quake as her breathing became more rapid.

“Nathan–” The fear in her voice was nothing compared to the arousal underneath it. He’d known since their first time together that some degree of pain turned her on, but he was quickly realizing that her limits went far deeper than he’d expected.

“You need to learn to respond to me instinctively, Emma. Your body should sense my presence and follow it. It’s important for you to learn to rely on your other senses. Don’t think about the fact that you can’t see me. What do you feel?”

Nathan trailed his hand an inch away from her skin, starting at her belly button, moving it up between her breasts, and pausing at her throat. Emma whimpered, her mouth parting as she tugged against the restraints.

“My throat.”

“Good girl.” Nathan rewarded her by planting a kiss against her thigh, right next to the spot where the wax dried on her skin. She shivered, goosebumps rising on her legs, trailing up her abdomen. “Count to five. Then tell me where I moved to.”

He moved around the bed again, pausing by her knee this time. Emma bit her lip, her brow furrowing. “My arm?” It was a blatant guess and Nathan tipped the candle across the top of her knee without warning, arousal flushing through his body as she tugged against the restraints more insistently, crying out.

“Stop thinking, trouble. Focus on what you feel.” He moved forward, pausing by her head, smirking as her head snapped toward him. She was learning.

“My feelings are distracting me.”

“They’re not a distraction. Your feelings are your power. Use them.” Nathan placed the candle on the bedside table and Emma jolted at the sound. He picked up a small pocket knife, moved around the bed, and waited.

She whimpered, her head tilting in the wrong direction. “You’re over here?” she asked, talking to the wall.

Nathan leaned down and breathed across her skin. She gasped, jerking against the restraints, her head turning toward him. Nathan pressed the blade flat against her bare stomach, watching it rise and fall in rhythm with her rapid breaths. His heart beat powerfully against his chest, pleased when she froze under the cool touch of the blade.

“Do you know what this is, Emma?”

“A knife?” She was adorable when she was scared and aroused, her voice trembling, body vibrating under his touch.

“Yes. I’m going to give you one more chance. Count to five.” He removed the blade from her skin, noting it was slick with sweat, and moved down the bed, pausing next to her foot.

Her face tensed with concentration and Nathan waited silently. She moved her head, looking straight at him through the blindfold, and wiggled her toes as if waving. Nathan chuckled and moved to the bedside table. He put the knife down and leaned over, pressing his lips against hers.

“I would never use a knife on you, Emma. But fear heightens your senses. You need to get used to the feeling. Learn to work with it instead of against it.”

She nodded, arching her neck, her body trembling. He gave her what she wanted, biting her neck hard, and leaving a mark that would last for a week. She cried out, tensing and shuddering, small whimpers crawling up her throat. He leaned back, smirking.

“Nathan. Please. It’s been like two hours.”

Nathan chuckled. “It’s barely been twenty minutes. We need to work on your endurance next.”

Emma groaned, but Nathan had kept her waiting long enough. He untied her wrists and ankles, grinning when she brought her hands up to remove the blindfold. He placed his hand over hers and said, “Keep it on.”

Nathan drew her to the edge of the bed, propping her legs on his shoulders, and pushed inside her without hesitation. She groaned, her body squeezing him tight, and he paused, waiting until she squirmed, needy and desperate,

His fingers curled around her hips, tight and powerful, driving himself in and out of her. She’d put on some muscle and he could barely feel her hip bones under her flesh now, turning him on even more.

She squirmed underneath him, her hands curling into fists on the sheet. Nathan reached forward, took her hand, and moved it to her clit. “Make yourself come for me, Emma.”

Nathan’s face flushed with heat as she shuddered, her fingers pressing, working her clit, her body arching around him as if trying to escape the overwhelming sensations. He leaned forward, dropping her legs to cling around his waist, pressing his chest against hers, pinning her in place, and bit her neck again.

She erupted around him, squeezing painfully, her moaning and gasping sending him over the edge. They panted for a minute, frozen in pleasure, before Nathan finally pulled away. He moved across the bedroom into the master bathroom and cleaned himself up, then ran a bath for Emma.

Moving back into the bedroom, he smiled as she rolled onto her side, removed the blindfold, propped herself up on her elbow, and grinned at him. “That was fun.”

Nathan raised his eyebrows and smirked. Moving into the room, he leaned down and kissed her forehead. “You did well,” he murmured.

“I like that training way better than the running.” Her eyes brightened, mischievous and adorable. He chuckled.

“Come on, trouble. Let’s get you cleaned up.” She sighed, but accepted his hand and allowed him to pull her into the bathroom.

* * *

Emma panted as Nathan threw her with ease and she fell against the mat, slamming the energy through her palm like he’d taught her. She stood, her limbs shaky and slick, and held her arms up. He’d been training her for over six weeks, and despite the bits of praise he’d given her, she was frustrated at her lack of progress.

“Remember, trouble,” Nathan said. She noted with annoyance that he’d barely broken a sweat. “It’s not about overpowering your opponent. It’s about outmaneuvering them. Use their force and momentum to your advantage.”

He moved toward her and she grabbed his shoulder, wrapping her leg around his. She pushed with her hands and pulled her leg back, sending him tumbling to the mat. He smiled, but she frowned and said, “You let me do that.”

“It’s important for you to practice the techniques. It’s how you’ll learn.” Nathan stood.

She sighed, frustrated, and said, “What’s the point? I’m useless at this.”

Nathan’s hand wrapped around her throat, applying just enough pressure to make her gasp. His eyes were pools of warmth and desire as he murmured, “Don’t ever talk about yourself like that in front of me.” She swallowed, her body tingling as he leaned down and kissed her gently. Emma kissed him back harder, her hands tracing the planes of his shoulders. He wrapped a strong hand around the back of her neck, radiating warmth around her throat, making her wish for more.

“Should we leave you two alone?” Alex called out.

They pulled back and Nathan pressed his forehead against hers. “You’re doing fine, Emma. I told you this isn’t a slow process.”

“I’m just frustrated. I feel like I’m not bringing anything to the team.”

“You’re the one that made the connection between Crusher and Darla. Even Alex didn’t see that.” Emma glowed at the praise, her cheeks turning pink. “Let’s take a break,” Nathan said, smiling. He took her hand and led her over to the semi-circle of desks. Passing her a towel and a water bottle, he turned his attention to his brothers. “What have you found out?”

“The Wolves seem like our best bet,” Alex said. He pulled up some charts on his computer, wincing, his sore hands moving slower than usual, and pointed to them as he explained, “They’re a smaller gang, but they’ve taken over more territory the past several years. They’re not as violent as the Reapers, but they could definitely hold their own in the fight. We send Crusher a message, make it look like it was from Alvino—he’s the head of the Wolves, and vice versa. Tell them to meet at the port tomorrow at midnight.”

“How are you even going to do that?” Emma asked, shaking her head.

“Logan and I will go out. I’ll talk to one of Crusher’s street dealers, make sure he gets the word to his boss. Logan will do the same with Alvino’s man.”

“Exactly, we tell them both a different story. Tell Alvino that Crusher needs to offload additional product, and he’s offering it to the Wolves first. Tell Crusher that Alvino wants to let go of some territory in Cherimoya City. The misunderstandings will lead to a fight. With any luck, they’ll kill each other for us. If not, that’s when you and Logan can step in and finish them off. Without their leaders, the gangs will go off to lick their wounds for a while. Then we clean up the port. Increase security, implement new regulations…” Alex trailed off.

Emma shook her head. “This sounds complicated. Too many things could go wrong. What if one of them doesn’t agree to the meeting?”

“While Logan and I are out, we’ll leak rumors about the meeting in the street. It’ll get back to the higher-level members of their gangs. They’ll take the meeting just to save face.” Nathan nodded at Logan, who straightened, his eyes set with determination. He’d been anxious to earn back Nathan’s trust since the incident last week, and he’d jumped at the opportunity to get into the field.

“But what if—”

“Emma. You need to trust us. A lot could go wrong, but this is the best plan we’ve come up with so far to draw Crusher out and disrupt their operation.”

Anxious buzzing burned through Emma’s nerves and she bounced on the balls of her feet. “What if you get hurt? They could kill you.”

“They won’t. If Logan and I need to step in to take out their leaders, it’ll be quick. They won’t see us coming.”

Emma sighed, her gaze downcast. Nathan placed a hand on the side of her neck and she looked up at him, chewing on her bottom lip. He kissed her, sending her thoughts into a whirlwind.

He leaned back, smirking at the far-away look in her eyes. “You’ll stay here with Alex when Logan and I go out. That way, if anything does go wrong, you’ll be safe.”

“What? No! I want to go with you—”

“That is absolutely not happening.”

“But Nathan—”

“Emma, no. I won’t be able to concentrate unless I know you’re safe. If you go, you’ll be a distraction, and you’ll get me killed.”

The room went silent as Emma’s eyes welled with tears. She swallowed them back and nodded, her lips trembling. Nathan sighed and squeezed her neck gently. He kissed her forehead and murmured, “Don’t worry, trouble. I know what I’m doing.”

* * *

Nathan and Logan crouched behind a stack of rusting shipping containers, the metal cold and damp against their backs. The air was thick with humidity, and the distant hum of the city seemed miles away. They watched intently as the leaders of the Wolves and the Reapers, surrounded by their respective gang members, faced off under the dim glow of the port’s sporadic lighting.

The tension in the air was palpable. Alvino and Crusher faced each other, a mere foot between them, their hands gesturing as they argued loudly.

“This better work,” Logan whispered, his voice barely audible.

“It will,” Nathan replied, his eyes never leaving the scene. “Just stay ready.”

The two gang leaders exchanged terse words, their voices carrying over the still water. Alvino’s men, the Wolves, shifted uneasily, hands hovering near concealed weapons. Crusher’s Reapers stood their ground, faces hard with suspicion.

Suddenly, Alvino’s voice rose. “You think you can set me up, Crusher? You think I’m stupid?”

Crusher’s eyes narrowed. “Set you up? No one comes into my city demanding my product.”

Before Alvino could respond, Crusher pulled his gun and shot the other man in the head. The move was met with an immediate reaction—guns were drawn, and chaos erupted. The night was shattered by the deafening crack of gunfire and the screams of men.

“Now!” Nathan hissed to Logan.

They sprang into action, moving swiftly from their hiding place. Nathan’s eyes locked on Crusher, who was making a break for his boat docked nearby. Logan engaged with one of the gang members, slamming a fist into his throat, making the Reaper drop his weapon, and turning the tide in his favor. The other gang members were immersed in an all-out brawl and Nathan turned away from his brother, praying he’d make it out alive and keep Crusher’s men distracted long enough for Nathan to kill their leader.

He sprinted after Crusher, heart pounding in his chest. The sound of gunfire and pained cries filled the air. He reached the dock just as Crusher jumped onto his boat, the engine roaring to life.

“Crusher!” Nathan shouted, leaping onto the boat just as it started to pull away from the dock.

Crusher turned, a snarl on his lips. “Hawthorne. Should’ve known you’d be behind this.”

Nathan’s eyes widened and he ripped off the ski mask. He hadn’t counted on Crusher recognizing his voice, but it was better this way. He wanted Crusher to know who killed him. Nathan stepped up to him, the boat swaying beneath their feet, and growled, “You’re going to die tonight.”

Crusher lunged, throwing a powerful punch that Nathan barely dodged. The two men grappled, their movements intense and brutal. Crusher’s strength was unsurprisingly fierce, but Nathan was prepared. He breathed, remembered his training, and aimed powerful punches at pressure points that would send even larger men to their knees.

They traded blows, the violence of the fight magnified by the confined space of the boat. Nathan managed to land a solid punch to Crusher’s jaw, but the Reaper leader recovered quickly, slamming Nathan against the railing. The impact knocked the breath from his lungs, but he fought through the pain, gripping Crusher by the throat and throwing him back.

With a surge of strength, Crusher threw Nathan back, sending him sprawling on the deck. He loomed over him, a cruel smile on his lips. “You’re out of your league, kid.”

Nathan’s vision blurred as he tried to rise. Crusher’s boot came down hard on his chest, pinning him in place. “You think you can stop me? You’re just like your old man—always in over your head.”

Rage flared within Nathan, giving him the strength to twist free. He surged to his feet, throwing a series of punches that drove Crusher back. But Crusher was relentless, countering with a vicious elbow strike that sent Nathan reeling.

Nathan stumbled, struggling to stay on his feet. Crusher advanced, his eyes glinting with deadly intent. In a final, desperate move, Nathan reached for a nearby piece of metal pipe, swinging it with all his strength. Crusher jumped back at the last second and the blow connected with his thigh. He howled in pain, but charged forward, tackling Nathan, driving him to the deck once more.

The world spun, and pain exploded in Nathan’s side as Crusher’s fists rained down. In the chaos, Nathan’s hand brushed against the edge of the boat, finding a loose rope.

As Crusher raised his fist for a finishing blow, Nathan yanked the rope, causing a stack of crates to topple onto the deck, momentarily stunning Crusher. Seizing the opportunity, Nathan struggled to his feet, but his strength was waning.

Crusher shook off the debris, his rage palpable. Nathan reached for his gun, but it had gotten knocked out of the holster during the altercation. He searched the ground, but Crusher lunged for it first.

Nathan turned and jumped off the boat, hitting the dock with a jolt, and sprinted toward Logan as Crusher screamed retribution behind him and fired off a few shots. Before he could reach his brother, a member of the Reapers ran at Nathan, swinging a wild punch, blood dripping from his nose.

Nathan ducked, sprung back up, and landed a decisive blow against the other man’s temple. He looked around, reassured that Logan was holding his own, and dragged the unconscious man over to an abandoned shipping container. He stuffed him inside, ran back outside, and pulled a knife out of his pocket, cutting a length of rope that sat on the port.

Returning inside, Nathan tied up the man, his chest heaving with rage. He would know where Crusher would go to hide after tonight’s disaster, and Nathan would make sure he got the information out of him later. One way or another.

Running back out, he signaled to Logan and the two sprinted down several blocks, coming to a stop at the car. Nathan stumbled, leaning a hand against the side of the car. This was bad. He hoped Darla wasn’t watching him fail to avenge her murder.

And now, Crusher knew Nathan wanted to kill him. They would all suffer for this.

Logan put a hand on Nathan’s shoulder, concern and worry lining his bruised face. “Nathan! You okay?”

Nathan nodded. “Yeah… just need a minute.”

The sounds of sirens approached in the distance. The Reapers had lost several members, leaving them weak, but not crippled. Crusher was going to be ten times harder to get to after this.

“We don’t have a minute. Get in the car.” Logan jumped into the driver’s seat as Nathan stumbled into the back.

As they pulled away, Nathan’s thoughts drifted to Emma. She wouldn’t suffer like Darla had. Nathan would finish this alone.

* * *

“This is taking too long. Something must have gone wrong.” Emma paced the length of the warehouse, her steps quick and anxious. She could barely hear or see past the fear setting her lungs on fire, holding her nerves in a state of relentless agony.

“Try to stay calm. Logan and Nathan know what they’re doing.”

“But this is crazy! This idea was doomed to fail from the start! Even if the leaders of both gangs are taken out, then what? There will be two pissed-off gangs wondering who the hell is responsible for this.”

“We have a plan in case that happens. But it’s more likely the gangs will be crippled by the loss of their leaders and other high-ranking members. They won’t come for us. They don’t even know about us.”

“What if they find out?”

“Seriously, Emma, it’s going to be okay.”

The door to the warehouse slammed open and Emma’s stomach swooped as Nathan and Logan raced in. She gasped at the bruises covering their faces. She could only imagine what the rest of their bodies looked like.

“Nathan,” she breathed. She stepped toward him but he held up a hand, freezing her in place.

“What happened?” Alex asked, standing.

“Alvino is dead. Both sides took heavy casualties,” Logan said. He looked at Nathan and quickly looked away again. Emma’s heart thumped against her rib cage, impossibly loud in the silent room.

“Crusher got away,” Nathan said. The self-depreciation in his voice was evident, and Emma’s chest constricted. Turning his eyes to Alex, Nathan continued, “Crusher knew it was me, which means we’re all in danger. You need to get Rebecca from school and get yourself, Logan, and Emma somewhere safe until I finish this.”

“Seriously, Nate?” Alex glanced at Logan, his eyes wide.

“School? It’s after midnight.” Emma frowned as the brothers exchanged a look.

“She goes to the boarding school in the Shady Pines district. It’s a year-round school, so she has weird times off, but she went back a few weeks ago,” Logan explained.

Nathan pulled out his phone and tapped a message as he said, “Go to Jack and tell him I sent you. He’ll give you the name of a safe house.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Emma said.

Nathan spun around and raised a finger at her. “Now is not the time to argue with me, Emma. Do what I say.”

“I’m not leaving you! I’ll stay here if you want, but I’m not going with them. I want to stay with you.”

“I can’t risk you getting hurt.”

“Then wouldn’t it make more sense to keep me somewhere you can keep an eye on me?”

Nathan scoffed and threw his hands up in frustration. “The Reapers will come for me, Emma. And they’ll kill anyone I care about.”

“They’re going to need some time to regroup, Nate,” Alex said, trying to be reasonable.

“But not long. Which is why you need to get moving. Get as far away from here as possible.”

“I’m not leaving,” Emma said, crossing her arms over her chest. Logan stepped away, toward Alex, while Nathan approached her. She tilted her head back, glaring up at him.

Nathan reached out, wrapping his hand tight around her throat. “You have a hard time doing as you’re told.”

“No, I have a hard time acting like a coward,” Emma hissed. Nathan’s grip loosened as he blinked, shocked. “I will not leave you, Nathan. It’s not happening. You can beat me like you beat your brothers and I still won’t go.”

Logan inhaled sharply and gave her a warning look, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t leaving her city, her home, her job. She wouldn’t leave the person she had grown to care about very much—maybe even love—to face this alone. Nathan’s eyes studied her face, his hand tightening around her throat. After a moment, he released her. She took a deep breath as he reached out, stroking her hair gently.

“I will burn this entire city to ashes if anything happens to you.”

“I’ll be fine. You won’t let anyone hurt me.”

Nathan paused, his dark eyes trained on hers. “You give me too much credit.”

“Maybe you don’t give yourself enough credit.”

“If Emma’s staying, then I am, too.” Nathan turned to glare at Logan, who held his hands up and said, “Look, Nate, you can’t take the Reapers on by yourself. You’ll need my help. Especially if you want to keep your little troublemaker safe.”

Emma rolled her eyes and muttered under her breath, but the boys ignored her. After a long moment of silence, Nathan nodded at Logan. “Okay, you stay. Alex, get yourself and Rebecca out of here.”

“What? I’m not leaving if they aren’t.”

“This isn’t up for discussion, Alex. Someone needs to keep our little sister safe.”

“But, Nate—”

Clearly unable to have a verbal disagreement without resorting to physical violence, Nathan snapped out, catching Alex painfully in the side of the head with his open palm. Alex stumbled back, his hands gripping the edge of the desk.

“Fuck, Nathan.”

“You’re going, Alex. Need a beating before you go?”

“No,” Alex said quietly, his face red.

“Good. Then go home, get Rebecca, and get the fuck out of here. Don’t stop until you’re in a different time zone. I’ll reach out when this is over.”

Alex nodded, but his eyes swam with worry as he looked away. Nathan sighed and stepped forward, pulling his youngest brother into a tight hug. “Just be careful, Nate. Promise me.”

“We’ll be fine.” They pulled back and Nathan squeezed Alex’s shoulder. “I love you, Alex. Tell Becca we love her and we’ll see her soon.”

Emma’s eyes welled, her chest tightening. It wasn’t supposed to go like this. She turned, wiping at her eyes, as Logan pulled Alex into a hug next. Less than a minute later, Alex was gone, and the room was silent.

“What do we do now?”

“Logan, take Emma home and keep an eye on her for a while. There’s something I need to do.”

Logan and Emma exchanged a nervous look. “What exactly do you need to do?”

Nathan narrowed his eyes, stepped up to Logan, and said dangerously, “Do as you’re told, Logan.” Emma frowned as Logan moved back, his face red. She opened her mouth and Nathan held a finger up at her. “You too, Emma. Tonight is not the night to fucking argue with me. I need some time alone. Go home. Logan will keep you safe.”

“We should stay together. If they come after you while we’re gone—”

“They won’t. Crusher will want some time to regroup. I may have lost, but I gave as good as I got.”

Emma’s eyes roamed over his bruised face and she winced. “I don’t want to leave you.”

Nathan crossed his arms over his chest, fixed her with a cold look, and said, “I’m not giving you a choice, Emma. Get out. Now.”

Pain bubbled in her chest and she looked away, her lips trembling. “Come on, Emma. I’ll take you home.” Logan placed a hand on her back and guided her around Nathan, out of the warehouse, and into his car.

* * *

Nathan dragged the struggling man out of his car, punched him in the gut, and pulled him into the warehouse. He brought him to the center of the room, where he’d set up a chair and a tarp, and shoved him into the seat.

The man sprang up, his obscenities obscured by the gag tied around his mouth and the hood over his head. Nathan landed a powerful punch against his cheek, sending him reeling back into the chair. It teetered dangerously, and Nathan grabbed the back roughly, forcing it back onto all fours.

He made quick work of tying the man’s wrists and ankles to the chair while he was still dazed and then ripped the hood off his head and untied the gag. The man stared at him, his eyes wide with fear and rage.

Nathan regarded him with cold, focused eyes, his body burning with anger. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he lied. “So tell me where I can find Crusher and I’ll let you go.”

“Fuck you, man. He’s going deep underground after the shit you pulled tonight. You won’t see him coming until he wants to be seen.”

Nodding, Nathan’s lips curled into a malicious smile. “I was hoping you’d say that.” He turned, feeling the prickle of the man’s eyes following him as he grabbed a knife from the table and faced him again. “I want to know where Crusher is hiding. You can tell me now or I can bleed it out of you.”

The man spat at Nathan’s feet. Nathan nodded and moved forward. He placed the tip of the blade against the gang member’s exposed forearm, positioning it just below the crook of his elbow. He dragged it down toward his wrist, applying just enough pressure to split the skin, and blood poured out as thick layers of yellow fat revealed themselves in the fold of the wound.

His screams rang through the warehouse, loud and piercing. “I don’t know, man! I’m not high up enough to know the location of his safe house.”

“I don’t like that answer,” Nathan said, forcing his voice to sound calm and cold while his stomach clenched. Is this had Darla had felt? Terrified and victimized? Did she think about him before she died? Who was this asshole thinking about?

He repeated the process on the man’s other arm and the gang member struggled against the restraints, panting heavily, sweat dripping down onto Nathan’s hand as he dragged the blade past the man’s wrist, over his palm, down his middle finger.

“Fucking stop! You’re fucking crazy! Crusher will kill you.”

Nathan moved the blade up, pointing it an inch away from the other man’s eye. The both froze, staring at each other, the only sounds in the room the rapid breath of Nathan’s victim and the beads of blood dropping to the floor.

“Where is he?”

The man leaned his head back, desperate to create some space. “I don’t know. Look, the only person who knows for sure is Diaz. Ask him.”

“Where do I find Diaz?”

“At the laundromat on sixth street. He uses the basement. Let me go.”

Nathan stared at him, his hand shaking as he stepped back and set down the knife. Taking a deep breath, Nathan narrowed his eyes and said, “Does the name Darla sound familiar to you?”

The man’s face paled. “Look, man. That was all Crusher. And it wasn’t personal. It was just business—”

The gunshot rang through the room, deafening and powerful. Blood and gore spurted back, missing the tarp completely, and some rained forward, coating Nathan in his sin. He put the gun back on the table, nodding, his stomach churning. One down.


Chapter 10

Logan winced as Emma drew the gauze away from his face. The cuts and bruises he sustained during the fight weren’t terrible, but they were vibrant, angry, and painful. Her hands shook as she applied more antiseptic to the gauze and raised it to the cut on his cheek.

Placing a hand on her trembling wrist, Logan moved her hand to her lap and said, “I’m fine, Emma.”

“You’re hurt.”

“No worse than expected.”

“We shouldn’t have left him.”

They stared at each other and Logan was the first to look away. “He wanted us to go.”

“So what? He’s overwhelmed with grief. Who knows what he’s getting up to right now.”

“Whatever it is, it’s probably something we’re better off not knowing about.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look, Emma, I know my brother. You think Nathan is just going to let what happened tonight go and lay low for a while?” He shook his head and muttered, “He’s probably killing his way through the Reapers to get to Crusher.”

“We need to stop him!”

“No. This is his fight, Emma. Darla was the love of his life.” Emma looked away. “No offense. I know he cares about you. But he and Darla were together for eight years. She was there for our mother’s funeral. She helped raise Alex and Rebecca.”

“What happened to your mom? None of you talk about her.”

Logan sighed, leaning back against the couch, grimacing. “It happened when we were young. A drunk driver killed her in the Iron District. Nathan was only fourteen. I was nine, Alex was six, and Rebecca was barely a year old. It broke our dad. He basically gave up on life. He ignored all of us, hired a nanny for Rebecca and Alex, and pretty much lived at the office. Nathan and Darla had only been together for a few months, but she really helped him get through it. She grew up in a big family, so she helped him take care of us. Taught him how to cook for us, change Rebecca’s diapers…” Logan trailed off, his eyes drifting to a point over Emma’s shoulder.

She swallowed, her chest tightening. “So she and Nathan basically raised you and your siblings?”

“Pretty much.” Logan sighed. “Our dad was never around. Nathan had to grow up quick.”

“It sounds like you did, too.”

Logan gave her a wry smile. “In some ways, yeah. I helped take care of Alex and Rebecca. But I had Nathan to take care of me. He didn’t have anyone.”

Nathan’s hardass persona suddenly made a lot of sense. He’d had to grow up quickly, with the weight of raising three younger siblings on his shoulders, and then he’d lost his fiance in a brutal act of violence, only to lose his father a few weeks later. She shuddered. It was no wonder he had so much anger at the injustices in their city. He’d experienced plenty in his personal life.

“We shouldn’t leave him to deal with this alone.”

“He will kill us if we go back to the warehouse after he specifically told us to leave.”

“Maybe. I think it’s a risk we should take.”

Logan blew out a breath. “No way, Emma. The last thing Nathan needs right now is to think we don’t trust him. Disobeying him on a normal day is risky, but today? Hell no.”

“It’s not that I don’t trust him, Logan! I’m worried about him.”

“You really think that’s how he’ll see it?” Emma rolled her eyes, muttering under her breath. Logan leaned forward, patted her hand, and said, “Let’s just give him the night. We’ll check in tomorrow.”

“Fine.”

* * *

Emma snuck out of the apartment, her heart racing as she closed the door behind her carefully, inching it shut until she heard the telltale click. She moved down the stairs and set out in a jog, grateful for Nathan’s training as she maintained a quick pace through the empty streets of the Iron District. The warehouse was three miles from her apartment, but it wouldn’t take long to get there.

It had taken ages for Logan to fall asleep and longer for Emma to build up the courage to leave. Her stomach curled, knots of guilt weighing her down as she ran. She hated lying to him. She’d promised to stay put until tomorrow. But Nathan was alone, angry, and in a bad state of mind. He was going to get himself killed and the thought moved through her blood, urging her to run faster, her feet springing against the ground as she pushed her body to its limit.

She’d had a bad feeling all night. It didn’t matter how experienced Nathan was or how strong. She understood the psychology of gang leaders. Now that Crusher knew Nathan was on to him, he was going to strike while Nathan was at his most vulnerable. Which meant an attack was coming in the next couple of days, and isolating himself was the absolute worst decision he could make.

Rounding the corner of the deserted street, Emma ran through the shadows of flickering streetlights, her chest tight, her muscles screaming, pushing herself faster. The warehouse rose into view and she concentrated on pushing through the pain, making it to the building and flying past the gate to the backdoor. She grabbed the key she now knew they hid nearby and opened the door, stepping inside.

She walked into the large room they spent most of their time in and stopped, her hand flying to her mouth as bile rose in her throat. Nathan leaned up, his hands, arms, and legs stained with murky brown blood. There was a scrub brush in his left hand and a bucket of water floating with gore beside him. He stood, his eyes dark and narrowed, and Emma took a step back, her body trembling.

The floor around Nathan was stained with blood and bits of things she didn’t want to think about. Emma whimpered, her muscles frozen in horror as he stepped toward her.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” His words were eerily reminiscent of the first time she’d sought him out and it made her heart race. She stared at the hard lines of his face, the tension rolling through his shoulders. Looking past him, her eyes fixated on the bloody knife on the table next to his gun.

“What did you do?” she whispered.

“What needed to be done. Why are you here? Where’s Logan?” His eyes searched behind her, and he frowned, the lines across his forehead deepening. “Is he alright? Was it the—”

“Logan’s fine. I waited for him to fall asleep and then I snuck out. He doesn’t know I’m here. It’s not his fault.”

“What the fuck were you thinking?” Nathan hissed, surging forward. He wrapped his stained hand around her throat, driving her back against the wall and she gaped up at him, her eyes impossibly wide. “You walked here by yourself? You could have been killed, Emma! I told you to go home and fucking stay there.”

His voice shook with fury, and Emma opened her mouth, but the pressure around her throat prevented her from saying a word to defend herself. Her muscles burned from the run, her lungs frantic for oxygen, and she pleaded with him silently, her eyes welling with tears.

Nathan let go of her throat, moving his hand to the side of her face as she took in several deep breaths. “Emma, what were you thinking?”

“I was thinking that you shouldn’t be alone right now.” Emma glanced back at the stained floor and muttered, “Clearly, I was right.”

Nathan’s eyes focused on her lips and Emma’s skin tingled in response, eager for his touch even while her heart raced and her limbs shook with fear. He’d wanted to train her to respond to him instinctively. He’d succeeded.

“What happened?” Emma whispered.

Nathan looked away and took a step back. Emma breathed, the air between them too open, too large, and stepped forward, needing to be close. She reached out, touching his arm.

“When everything went down tonight, I knocked out one of Crusher’s men and stashed him in a shipping crate. I went back for him after I sent you and Logan home. He gave me the name of someone who knows where Crusher’s probably hiding.”

“He just gave you the name?”

Nathan’s expression hardened. “I persuaded him.”

Emma scoffed. She swallowed, her brows knitting together in disbelief. “You tortured him?”

Eyes locked onto Emma’s, Nathan nodded once, slowly, and she shook her head. “Why, Nathan?”

“It was the only way to get the information I needed.”

“You don’t know that! You didn’t even try to find Crusher another way!”

“This was faster. More efficient.”

“That’s bullshit.” Emma held up a finger in warning as Nathan narrowed his eyes at her. She tried to still the anger and fear pulsing through her limbs but her voice shook as she said, “You wanted blood tonight. You wanted retribution for Darla and when you couldn’t get it, you took out your rage on one of Crusher’s thugs. That’s unacceptable, Nathan.”

“Excuse me?”

“I told you I’ll support you getting justice for Darla. I’ll support your mission as a vigilante because I believe in the changes you want to make in our city. But I absolutely will not support you losing yourself to the darkness like this. You want to fight the injustices in the city? Start by being better than the people you’re fighting against.”

Nathan looked like he’d been slapped. He took several steps away, blinking rapidly. He shook his head, frowning, and muttered, “Sometimes you need a monster to kill another monster.”

“What you need is something they don’t have. You can’t defeat one monster by creating another one.” She stepped forward, grabbed his hand, and placed it on her chest, her heart thumping wildly against his palm. “You need to remember what you’re fighting for. All this darkness—revenge and retribution—it’s not what Darla would have wanted. You aren’t doing all of this to be the bigger monster. You’re doing it to get justice for Darla. To protect the people you love.” She stumbled over the word and Nathan froze, his eyes wide, the warmth from his palm seeping into her chest, making her heart pound more insistently against the barrier that separated it from him. “Be the better man and make it a quick, clean kill. You don’t need to resort to torture. You’re better than that.”

“You really believe that?”

“Yes,” Emma said with conviction, jutting her chin out, her eyes bright. Nathan leaned down and kissed her, hard and reverent, wrapping his arms around her lithe frame. She ran her hands over his tight shoulders, her fingers curling in the back of his shirt. She’d come so close to losing him today. Would she have gone the same route as Nathan if she had? Setting out on a mission of vengeance? Possibly. They were more alike than she’d thought.

Nathan pulled back and took a deep breath. “Okay. We’ll do this the right way. No more torture.”

“Good.”

“And when this is all over, we’re going to have a serious conversation about you ditching my brother and walking through the Iron District at night, alone, when the Reapers are after us and I specifically told you to stay put.”

“You needed me.”

He smiled. “Yes, but I also need you alive, Emma. We could have had this conversation tomorrow.”

“I needed to know you were safe.”

“You could have called me.”

They stared at each other. Emma shook her head and muttered, “Logan warned me not to come here.”

“I’m glad to know he’s learning.”

Emma shot him a wry look.

“You’ve been asking for a beating for a while, trouble. You’re finally going to get your wish.”

She paled, but her chest lit up, the unbidden darkness she’d been working to contain rising up, curious and eager.

Emma nodded. “Something to look forward to, then.”

Nathan tilted his head, the corners of his lips twitching, and leaned down, hovering a centimeter away from her lips. “I knew you were trouble.”


Chapter 11

Nathan moved through the alley with swift, silent steps, his pace quick and determined. His steady heartbeat kicked up as he rounded the corner, lingering in the shadows, his sharp eyes studying the building across from him. He’d passed this laundromat a million times while moving through these streets. If only he’d known the Reapers used it as one of their bases sooner. He would have blown the fucking building up a long time ago.

Logan moved up beside him, his eyes fixated on the worn and filthy exterior. Nathan nodded, and they darted across the street. They stuck close to the streetlights with broken bulbs, preferring to move through the shadows.

A car rolled down the street, music blasting and smoke rolling out of the open windows as Nathan stood, his body blocking his brother from view as Logan pulled out his lock-picking kit and forced the lock to open.

They moved inside, closing the door lightly behind them, and made their way across the dark room toward the back door. A single light bulb flickered above as Nathan and Logan descended the narrow stairs into the basement of the laundromat. The air was thick with the smell of damp concrete and the faint, acrid odor of chemicals. The hum of machines echoed through the space, masking the brothers’ footsteps as they approached the heavy wooden door at the far end of the corridor.

Nathan gave Logan a nod, and with a swift kick, the door flew open, slamming against the wall with a brutal bang. Inside, the room was cluttered with stacks of paper, boxes of ink, and printers spitting out fresh bills. At the center of it all stood Diaz, a large man, older than Nathan by several years, with a cruel smile etched across his weathered face.

Diaz didn’t flinch as they entered. He smirked, raised his head from his work, and eyed them with a mixture of amusement and disdain. “Well, well,” he drawled, his voice dripping with mockery, “look what we have here. The rich boys playing dress-up.”

Nathan stepped forward, his hands clenched into fists, the brass knuckles glinting dangerously under the glare of the bright overhead light. “Where’s Crusher?” he demanded, his voice cold.

Diaz chuckled, the sound low and menacing. “You think you can just walk in here, rough me up a bit, and I’ll spill my guts? You really are stupid, aren’t you?”

Logan’s jaw tightened as he moved to Nathan’s side, anger simmering in his voice as he said, “Tell us where he’s hiding and maybe we won’t have to break every bone in your body to find out.”

Diaz’s sneer widened, his yellowed teeth flashing under the stark lighting. “You boys really think you can scare me? You have no idea who you’re dealing with.” He leaned back against the counter, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “Crusher’s not running from anyone, least of all a couple of pampered brats who decided they’re going to play vigilante. This is his city. The port is his. Everything that moves through it, everything that breathes in this city, belongs to him.”

Nathan took another step forward, his eyes never leaving Diaz’s. “And yet here you are, hiding in the basement of a laundromat, printing fake money for a man too afraid to face us himself.”

Diaz barked out a harsh laugh. “Hiding? You really think Crusher’s hiding? He’s building an empire right under your noses. While you’re running around in the shadows, he’s tightening his grip on this city. Every deal, every drop of blood, every shipment that comes through that port—it all strengthens his hold.”

Nathan narrowed his eyes, brutality jumping in his muscles, begging him to beat Diaz’s face in until he was a puddle of blood and loose skin. But the thought of his conversation with Emma held him back. He’d promised he wouldn’t torture anyone again. He said nothing about a little gentle persuasion.

Diaz leaned in closer, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, though the malice behind it was clear. “You’re the ones who should be running, but it’s too late for that now. You’ve already signed your own death warrants the moment you decided to take him on.”

“Last chance,” Nathan said, his eyes fixated on Diaz’s face. “Tell us where Crusher is, and I’ll leave you paralyzed instead of dead.”

Logan tensed beside him as Diaz laugh again, loudly, uncaring. “You really don’t get it, do you? Crusher doesn’t run from anyone. Not the cops, not you, not anyone. He’s untouchable. And you? You’re just flies buzzing around his head. Annoying, but not a real threat.”

Nathan’s patience snapped. With lightning speed, he lunged at Diaz, grabbing him by the collar and slamming him against the wall. He raised a fist and smashed it against Diaz’s face, eliminating his arrogant smirk, replacing it with a spurt of blood. The sound of the impact echoed in the small room.

“Go ahead,” Diaz rasped, blood leaking from his mouth. “Beat me all you want. Break my bones, crack my skull. It won’t change a damn thing. Crusher’s already won, and you’re too blind to see it.”

Nathan glanced back at Logan, who nodded briefly. Sighing, Nathan stepped back, releasing Diaz, and pulled out his gun, shooting the gang member in the head without flinching. Two down.

* * *

“What do you think he meant?” Emma asked, her arms wrapped around her waist as Logan scrubbed a hand over his face. “When he said Crusher already won.”

Logan shook his head, his eyes downcast. Emma bit the inside of her cheek, her chest tight with worry. “I don’t know. Maybe because Alex and Rebecca are on the run and he knows he has us backed into a corner.”

“What are we going to do?”

“We’re going to take the fight to Crusher,” Nathan said. He moved into the room with quick, purposeful strides, coming up to Emma’s side and pulling her out of the chair. He kissed her deeply, making her head spin. She blinked as he pulled back, her thoughts drifting intangibly through her mind, leaving nothing behind for her to grab onto.

“How are we supposed to do that when we don’t know where he is, Nate?”

Glancing at his brother, Nathan smirked and said, “Diaz told us where he is.”

Logan frowned at his brother, glanced at Emma, and said, “I was there. He definitely didn’t give up his boss’s location.”

“Think about it, Logan. He said Crusher doesn’t run, doesn’t hide from anyone. Which means he’s still at the port, on his boat.”

“I don’t know, Nate.”

“Diaz said Crusher doesn’t think we’re a real threat. He’s arrogant. Arrogant people make mistakes. They underestimate their enemies.”

“Well, isn’t it a little arrogant of us to think we can just walk onto the port and storm Crusher’s boat without walking into a giant trap?”

“That’s why we’re going to be smart about it. I’m going to talk to Jack.”

“Jack? The guy who trained you?” Emma asked, frowning.

“Yeah. He used to be a sniper. I’ll ask him to take a position on a roof nearby to watch our six. Without Alex here, the Reapers probably have control over the port’s security systems. They’ll see us coming. Crusher will be ready for us.”

“And why exactly is that a good thing?”

Nathan grinned, but his eyes glinted with the promise of violence as he said, “Because I won’t have to look for him before I kill him.”

“You’re serious?”

“Yes. We end this tonight.”

“I’m coming with you.”

Logan shook his head and looked away while Nathan glared at Emma, his eyes dark with warning. “Absolutely not.”

“You can’t stop me.”

Nathan stepped up to Emma, tilted his head, and grabbed her throat. His thick hand tightened, cutting off her oxygen as he leaned down and said, “Is that what you think, trouble?”

Emma spluttered, coughing when he gave her an inch to breathe, and said, “I mean it, Nathan. I can’t just sit here. Unless you want to tie me up and leave me here defenseless, you can’t stop me.”

“Or I could beat you until you can’t fucking move.”

“Which would also leave me defenseless.”

Nathan narrowed his eyes at her but the truth of Emma’s words flickered across his face. She raised her eyebrows and jutted out her chin, waiting.

“Fine. You can drive. But you’re staying in the goddamn car, Emma.”

She nodded, but Nathan raised his eyebrows in warning, tightening the hand around her throat, and she said, “I promise. I’ll stay in the car.”

It didn’t sound very sincere even to her own ears.

* * *

Nathan took deep, even breaths as Emma drove, focusing on controlling his heart rate and breathing. This was no time for nerves. The slightest hint of anxiety could ruin everything, and it wouldn’t only be he and Logan who suffered. The thought of Emma getting hurt was enough to lock Nathan’s jaw and set his hands curling into fists. His skin was tight, pulling over his taut muscles, preparing for a fight that could end his life.

Emma turned, driving slowly down an unused dirt access road, and parked at Nathan’s signal. He looked into the back, nodding at Logan, and they pulled on their ski masks. The Reapers knew who they were now, but you could never be too careful.

Nathan turned to Emma and reached behind her head, fisting in hand in her hair. She gasped, her eyes alight with desire and pain. He drew her close and held her an inch away from his face. “Be a good girl and stay in the fucking car. Disobey me again, and you won’t like the consequences. Am I making myself clear?”

He noted the way her eyes widened and swallowed back the emotions and words he wanted to say to her. Patiently, he waited until she said, “Yes.”

“That’s my girl,” he murmured, pulling her close and kissing her deeply. Logan muttered something in the back and Nathan ignored him for the moment. He pulled back, his grip tightening for a moment. “Don’t you dare leave this car, trouble.”

She gave a pained, minuscule nod, and Nathan released his grip. He turned and climbed out of the car without another word. Logan followed behind him as they crept down the dimly lit alley and paused as it led out to the port.

Crusher’s men were standing at the edge of the dock leading to his boat. Nathan felt a grim sense of satisfaction. He was right. They must have seen their car pulling into the side road. He glanced at Logan, waited for his nod, and led the way forward. His steps were heavy and purposeful as he strode across the port, appearing calm and at ease despite the tension running through his body.

As they approached, Crusher stepped onto the dock, his men moving to make room as he walked in front of them. “Well, if it isn’t the Hawthorne boys, back for another beating.”

“Let’s get this done, Crusher.”

Crusher laughed and threw a sideways glance at his men who surged forward, overpowering Logan in an instant. Turning his attention back to Nathan, Crusher pulled out his gun and pointed it at Nathan’s head. A gunshot rang out, sending one of Crusher’s men to the ground, and Nathan smirked, silently thanking Jack.

Chaos broke out as another man dropped and Logan fought against the men holding him. Nathan dropped low and sprang forward, wrapping his arms around the gang leader’s legs, driving his shoulders against his waist, and taking him to the ground. The gun went off and Nathan prayed it missed his brother, but he couldn’t spare a moment to look.

He rolled and struggled to maintain a position of control as the gun skidded away. They grappled, trading punches and kicks with a ferocity that left both men bloodied and bruised. Crusher landed a lucky blow against Nathan’s jaw, sending him sprawling against the ground, dazed, his ears ringing, blood leaking from his nose and mouth.

Crusher stood and darted for the gun, but a powerful kick sent the gun skidding across the port and past Nathan, toward Logan, who elbowed one of the gang members in the throat and dove for it.

Nathan looked up, his eyes wild with fear as Emma lunged forward and drove a knife deep into Crusher’s arm. He roared with anger, the sound echoing eerily over the chaos, and wrapped an arm around her throat. He pulled the knife out of his bicep and held it to Emma’s throat. “You’re an idiot, Hawthorne.” He spat. “We could have ruled this city together! Instead, I’m going to gut your girl like a fucking fish while you watch. I wonder if she’ll taste as good as Darla did?”

Cold rage surged through Nathan’s veins as Emma stared at him, tears welling in her eyes, her face frozen with terror. His mind raced and he moved on instinct, throwing a handful of gravel toward Crusher’s face, making him move his arm to protect his eyes, giving Emma just enough room to slip out of his grasp. Nathan threw himself at the other man, sending them sprawling against the ground. He took the knife that clattered beside them and stabbed it into Crusher’s thigh.

The gang leader howled with pain and fury, punching Nathan in the eye, sending him reeling back. Crusher stood, hobbling toward his boat, and Nathan looked around for Emma, his heart pounding, blood roaring past his ears.

Logan waved at Nathan, a gun in one hand and a knife in the other, Emma standing a few feet behind him, shaking.

“Go, Nathan, go!”

“Emma—”

“I’ve got her. Get that fucker!”

Nathan set his eyes on Crusher’s retreating shadow and sprinted after him, his feet springing against the ground as he closed in on his prey. He charged onto the boat after Crusher and they once again engaged in a brutal exchange of blows.

Anger exploded out of Nathan’s chest, radiating down to his fists as he surged forward, his vision melting into a pool of red rage as he slammed his fist against Crusher’s nose, red blood spurting him in the face as the gang leader staggered back. The anger and fear drove him, pushing him forward with quick, powerful punches that drove Crusher back as he raised his hands and attempted to fight back.

But he was no match for Nathan in this state. Nathan drove him back against the railings of the boat and grabbed the collar of his shirt, holding him in place. “What the fuck is wrong with you? Darla was innocent!” He shouted, spit flying.

“We all were innocent once. But there’s no room for innocence in this world.” Crusher chuckled, blood trailing from his nose, mingling with the red liquid pouring out of his mouth. “That’s why Emma is going to die. If not tonight, then soon. She’ll never survive being in your orbit.”

Seized with rage, Nathan stuffed a hand under Crusher’s jaw, gripped the back of the man’s head with his other hand, and grunted as he pulled up and twisted, just as Jack had taught him, severing the man’s spinal cord, killing him instantly. His muscles burned with exertion as he hauled the limp body up and over the railing, sending Crusher’s limp form splashing into the depths of the dark ocean.

He stood, panting, staring down into the water, his body shaking with relief and terror. The sound of gunfire ignited his instincts, and he turned without another thought, grabbing a knife off the ground and sprinting back into battle.

Logan was crouched down next to Emma, firing shots as the gang members approached. Nathan descended upon them, releasing the darkness that had built since Darla’s death. He tore through them with the metal blade, cutting through clothing and flesh and air in a senseless display of violence and fear.

He couldn’t stop until Emma was safe. It didn’t matter how long it took or how many people he had to kill. No woman should ever suffer at the hands of men, especially men like Crusher, and he would make sure all of his lackeys suffered for what he had done.

“Nathan, stop! Stop!” Logan’s arms wrapped around Nathan’s chest and he shouted obscenities, throwing them back against the ground. “Fuck, Nathan! Stop!”

“Nathan, please!” Emma’s voice called out, breaking through the haze of adrenaline and rage that obscured his vision and scrambled his thoughts. “You’re scaring me.”

Like a switch being flipped, Nathan’s vision came back. He looked around at the carnage he’d wrought, taking in the fallen bodies, the blood, the guts dispassionately. Logan released him and stood, then offered his hand. Nathan took it, transferring some of the blood and gore to Logan’s hand, and stood, then gave him the knife.

Turning to Emma, Nathan took in her pale face and wide, terrified eyes. She was safe. He walked toward her and pulled her tightly against him.

“Thank God you’re safe.”

“We need to get out of here. Now.” Logan ran up to them and pulled them apart. They sprinted toward the car, hiding the shadows as police cars sped past the alleys they moved through, heading to the scene of what would surely look like the work of a serial killer.

They got into the car and Logan drove them back to the warehouse as Nathan sat in the back, drenched in sin, while Emma sat frozen in the passenger seat.

When they arrived at the warehouse, Nathan told Logan to keep an eye on Emma and headed straight for the bathroom. He scrubbed the blood and guts off his body and tried to calm himself, but all he could think about was how close to death they had all come tonight. How terrified Emma had been when she’d looked at him. It was one thing for her to see the aftermath of his conversation with one of Crusher’s men the other night, but to witness the brutality he was capable of was another. What was he going to say to her?


Chapter 12

Emma sat and accepted the water bottle Logan offered. She was cold, but she didn’t want the blanket he’d grabbed. Nathan had been brutal today, but it was different than the torture. That had been completely unnecessary. Tonight, he’d gone overboard, but he’d saved their lives. He hadn’t dragged out the death of any of the gang members. It was like the knife was an extension of himself as he’d cut them down, aiming for their throats and wrists, areas that would lead to immediate death or immobilization. But she still felt uneasy.

She’d known what he was capable of since the moment she met him. But it was one thing to know and another thing to see him cut down a group of deadly gang bangers as if they were made of softened butter.

The look in his eyes when he’d taken them out had been primal and terrifying. Short of a bullet, nothing would have stopped him from destroying each and every one of them.

Oh my God. Emma, close your eyes. The memory of Logan’s voice whispered across her consciousness and she wished she’d listened to him. The images she’d allowed into her mind would never fade. She’d never have the innocence of not watching the man she loved ruthlessly kill people again.

“Emma, hey. You okay?” Logan asked, sitting beside her. He had a hand pressed against his ribs and his face was marred with fresh bruises. He had a long, deep cut across his left bicep and she reached out, hovering an inch away from it.

“Does it hurt?”

“Only a little.”

“You need stitches.”

“Yeah.”

They sat in silence for several minutes. Eventually, Nathan walked back into the room, freshly showered, his eyes downcast, his face twisted with regret. Emma’s chest ached as she stood and went to him.

“Emma, I’m sorry. I tried to be better than them. But when I saw you out there…” His voice was quiet and low, filled with self-loathing, and she couldn’t stand to see him in so much pain.

“You saved my life. You saved all our lives, Nathan.” She reached up and cupped his cheek. “You did what you had to do.”

“I scared you.”

“Yeah.” Emma swallowed as Nathan’s eyes darkened. “But you didn’t scare me away. I’m still here.”

“Why?”

She sighed and stood on her tiptoes to press her lips against his. “Because I trust you. Because you didn’t take it too far.” Taking a deep breath, she added hesitantly. “I love you, Nathan. I think I have for a while.”

His eyes burned into hers, filled with grief and pain that would take years to heal, if it ever fully did. But she didn’t shy away from the weight of it. She moved forward, kissing him again. She shifted, wrapping her arms around his neck, burying her face into his chest.

“I love you too, Emma. You were right.”

“About what?”

“About the other night. When you said I just wanted blood. It dishonored Darla’s memory. If we keep doing this, we’ll do things differently.”

She nodded, the uneasy feeling in her stomach fading. “Good.”

Logan let out a breath. Emma had encouraged Nathan to tell him about the torture, and it hadn’t been a pleasant conversation. She was sure Logan was just as relieved as she was that this part of their story was over. “I’m going to hit the shower.”

“Hey, wait a minute.” Nathan moved closer to Logan and said, “Are you okay? I know you were upset, and seeing me like that probably upset you again—”

Logan scoffed and rolled his eyes. “I’m not as fragile as you think, Nate. We’re good. I promise.” Logan clapped Nathan’s shoulder and headed toward the bathroom while Emma shook her head, the corners of her lips raised in a small smile.

Nathan turned to her, and Emma sighed. “So, what do we do now?”

“Tonight, we rest.”

“And tomorrow?”

Nathan gave her a smile that set her core on fire, and Emma took a nervous step back. “Take a wild guess. I told you to stay in the fucking car.”

Emma swallowed. “You’re hurt. You shouldn’t exert yourself right now.”

“That’s why I’m waiting until tomorrow to punish you.”

Her eyes darted away from his, nervous excitement filling her stomach, tightening around her lungs. Nathan narrowed his eyes and Emma glanced up at him. “What?”

“Don’t look so excited. I’m not going to make it pleasant.” He gave her a severe look and she tried to look contrite. “You’re not sorry at all, are you?”

“Not really.”

He nodded, his brows furrowed. “I let you get away with too much. Now you think you don’t have to listen to me.”

“I’m sorry I left when you told me not to—”

“Twice.”

“Yes, twice. But I’m not sorry for going to you when you needed me. You trained me to respond to you instinctively. I knew you needed me both times. My disobeying you is technically your own fault.”

Nathan’s face twitched as if he didn’t know whether to laugh or glare at her. He seemed to settle on something in between, a dark look filled with promise. “My fault? You’re going to pay for that, trouble.”

* * *

Emma groaned. The burn spread across her ass, sinking deep into her muscles, leaving her shaking and breathless. Nathan didn’t hesitate and brought the belt down again, the sound echoing through the room loudly. She panted against the bed, squirming as the pain built to an intolerable level.

Nathan had waited a week after their fight with Crusher to punish her, and the anticipation had driven her crazy. She needed to know, to feel what it was like, to let him take away some of her guilt. Even though she fully believed she was in the right for leaving in both instances, it still didn’t sit well with her that she’d broken his trust. The pain burned away the guilt, leaving her gasping and slightly turned on.

His hand pressed against her lower back, holding her in position, the heat from his hand sinking into her skin. Emma cried out as the next strike hit the sensitive spot where the curve of her butt met the tops of her thighs and she kicked out, her limbs slick with sweat.

Nathan placed the belt down beside her head and leaned down, his eyes studying her face curiously. “You’re enjoying this a little. Aren’t you?” Emma’s face burned and she squeezed her eyes shut, but she couldn’t deny that something about this turned her on like nothing had before. Nathan chuckled and she opened her eyes.

He kissed her cheek and said, “Okay, trouble. Guess this isn’t an effective way to punish you. You can run nine miles at a pace I set instead.”

Emma’s stomach sunk and her mouth dropped open. “Nathan!”

He raised his eyebrows. “I think that’s fair. Don’t you?”

“I’d rather take the beating,” she muttered. Nathan chuckled darkly, picked up his belt, and whipped her again, much harder than he had before. It sent her rocketing forward, her hips pressing against the edge of the bed, and she inhaled sharply.

“If you think I won’t find ways to discipline you just because pain turns you on, you are wrong. I don’t like it when the people I love put themselves in danger, especially when they disobey me.”

“I know. I’m sorry, Nathan.”

“We can talk about it later on our run.” Emma groaned, louder this time, and Nathan threw the belt to the side and lifted her up. He spun her around, one hand on her throat, and threw her down onto the bed. Emma bit her lip as pain rippled across her sensitive skin, but she didn’t have much time to think about it.

Nathan was on top of her in an instant, pinning her wrists above her head with one hand while the other cupped her breasts. Emma leaned her head to the side, exposing her neck, and grinned when he took the bait, biting and sucking the tender area, sending goosebumps across her skin.

She lifted her hips against him, insistent and needy. He chuckled, the sound rumbling against her throat. “Nathan, please.”

He bit down on her neck harder and she cried out. Using his other hand, Nathan pushed her legs to the side and entered her, moving slowly at first, his teeth still gripping the sensitive skin on her neck, sending her nerves into a spiral of need as the pain and pleasure melted together into one overwhelming sensation.

Her wrists burned as she fought against his hold, her muscles aching, but she loved the effortless way he held her in place as he fucked her. She’d never thought pain turned her on before she met Nathan. She was starting to think she hadn’t known herself very well at all before she’d met him.

A quick, deep thrust refocused her attention and she moved her hips up to meet him as he worked himself in and out, building up, finding his release quickly. She panted underneath him, squirming, her clit pulsing “Nathan—” she whined, staring up at him with wide, glassy eyes.

“I don’t think I should let you come tonight. Wouldn’t want to give you the wrong idea since I still need to punish you later.”

“Nathan!”

“Don’t worry, trouble. You can run off all that energy later.”

“That isn’t fair.” She glared up at him and he moved his mouth down to her breasts, biting the sensitive skin sharply while she writhed beneath him. He moved lower, taking her nipple into his mouth and she froze, skin aching with anticipation. When he bit down, the pain sparked across her vision, and she tugged at her arms, but he held them in place with ease. She whimpered as he released the sensitive nub and grinned at her.

“I’m very fair.”

“You’re teasing me.”

“Yes. You like it.”

Emma rolled her eyes, but her lips stretched into a wide grin. “Maybe,” she admitted.

“Good. But you’ll have to wait until later for more. Let’s go for that run.”


Epilogue

Six Months Later…

The warm glow of the chandelier above cast a comforting light over the long dining room table where Emma sat with Nathan and his siblings. The air was filled with the rich aroma of home-cooked food and the sound of laughter and conversation.

Rebecca leaned forward, grinning. “That’s nothing! What about the time Logan tried to fix the roof by himself and ended up falling into the attic?”

Logan rolled his eyes, chuckling. “Hey, it held up for another year, didn’t it?”

Alex smirked. “Yeah, but we had to patch the ceiling inside. Twice.”

Emma laughed and reached for Nathan’s hand under the table. He squeezed her hand, turning to smile at her, and her heart ached with joy. She looked around the table at the people who had become her family. She’d been broken after her brother’s overdose, but she was finally beginning to feel complete again.

Logan’s phone rang and Nathan frowned at him. “Sorry. I’ll just be a second.” He stood and answered, leaving the room.

“What are you going to do now that you’re almost free from high school?” Emma smiled, thoughts of her own graduation rising in her mind. Rick had been so excited for her, but he’d missed the ceremony, already caught in the web of addiction. He’d died during her first semester of college at only sixteen years old. The memory clouded her mood, but she pushed it back. The work she did at the Initiative and with Nathan would honor her brother’s memory. And being a part of Nathan’s family would heal the wound left by his death.

Rebecca was on her last break from school, her graduation only a couple of months away, and Emma had been planning a party with her brothers. She loved being a part of such a close family.

“I haven’t decided yet. I think I might take a gap year.”

“Absolutely not,” Nathan said, frowning at his sister.

Rebecca rolled her eyes and stabbed a piece of broccoli with her fork. “You’re overprotective, Nate. It’s not like I’m planning on just hanging around at home. I’ll get a job.”

“No, you’ll go to college and find something you’re interested in. Take general studies courses for a year, get involved in clubs or some shit.”

Alex smirked and exchanged a look with Emma. Typical.

“Okay, thanks.” Logan rushed back into the room, his tone tense and agitated. Nathan stood immediately as Logan held out a hand to him. “You need to get out of here, Nate. Right now.”

“What?”

“Why?”

“That was Kienna, the paralegal I dated in college. She heard rumors that the DA was trying to get a warrant for your arrest. It was granted. They’re coming for you tonight.”

“A warrant for what?” Rebecca demanded.

The brothers and Emma exchanged a long look. Alex turned to her and said, “I’ll explain later. You need to go, Nate. Give me your phone. You can’t take it with you.”

“Fuck,” Nathan muttered. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and passed it to his brother. Turning to Emma, he said, “I’m sorry.”

“I’m coming with you.”

“Damn it, Emma. We don’t have time to argue about this!”

“You’re right, we don’t.” Emma passed Alex her phone and grabbed Nathan’s hand. “Where you go, I go.”

“We’ll figure this out, Nate. We’ll find a way to clear your name, but you have to go. Right now!” Logan came around the table and pushed Nathan and Emma toward the kitchen.

“Logan, you need to take care of Alex and Rebecca. Keep them safe!”

“I will.”

Tires rolling over gravel sounded outside and they froze for a split second. Alex ran over and spoke in clipped, rushed tones, “Don’t use your cards. Don’t take your car. We’ll tell them we haven’t seen you in a while. Get out of here!”

Nathan gritted his teeth, grabbed Emma’s hand, and pulled her out the back door. Doors opening out front sent them wheeling in the opposite direction, and Nathan pulled her through the backyard, leading her deep into the woods.

“What are we doing to do?” Emma whispered, her body shaking in the crisp March air. She hadn’t dressed for this.

“Run.”

To be continued…
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The Vigilante’s Lies: Chapter One

A crisp slap of cold air burned Kienna’s chapped face, whipping her sign up in defiance. She tightened her grip and raised the wooden plank higher, her eyes locked on the local news station cameras across the street. “Housing is a human right!” she chanted, her voice merging with the roar of the protestors.

Her boots pounded the cracked sidewalk, pushing aside discarded forty-ounce beer bottles and crumpled cigarette packs. Professor Aldridge kept close, his warm brown eyes sharp with determination beneath his disheveled salt-and-pepper hair.

As they marched past the worn and crumbling exterior of Iron Haven Shelter, a pang of disgust twisted in Kienna’s gut. This shelter was the last refuge for the homeless in the Iron District. If it was shut down, hundreds would be cast into the streets. Kienna wouldn’t let that happen.

She raised her voice to cut through the wind’s chill. “The police look jumpy today.”

Professor Aldridge nodded, his steps steady amidst the crowd’s restless shuffling. Anger simmered in the air, reflected in the hard faces and tense voices of the protestors. The Iron District was becoming increasingly isolated, its own grim microcosm of poverty and crime. The streets reeked of sweat and piss, a stark contrast to the wealthy side’s glossy high-rises and luxury.

While the rest of Port City reveled in lavish condos, fine dining, and prosperity, the Iron District festered, neglected. Drug abuse, murder, and the dismantling of public services like Iron Haven went unaddressed. Something had to give.

“They didn’t anticipate this level of turnout,” Professor Aldridge said, his voice rough with urgency. His face, weathered and flushed red, was a map of resolve. “But this community is stronger than they think. When they threaten one of us, they threaten us all.”

A protestor nearby, her dark skin taut with resolve, raised a megaphone. Her voice boomed through the street, echoing the professor’s sentiment. “Threatening one threatens us all!”

Kienna met the professor’s gaze with a wry smile. He had a rare gift for striking chords, turning off-the-cuff moments into powerful rallying cries.

Kienna had grown up on the East Side of Port City, shielded by wealth and security. But Professor Aldridge’s civil rights course in college had transformed her perspective. His mentorship ignited her decision to become a paralegal, to actively engage in and organize protests. It had opened her eyes to the harsh realities faced by the majority of the city.

The injustice gnawed at her conscience, a constant reminder of her privileged background. She refused to be complicit in the disparity of classes that ravished her city.

Darkness crept in as Kienna forced her feet forward, ignoring the ache in her stomach and the dull warning echoing in her head. The streetlights flickered on, casting dim, ghostly shadows across the cracked pavement. The protestors seemed to step on each other, their movements more frantic, driven by a desperate need to be heard before the cold of night forced them to return home—for those lucky enough to have them.

And then it happened. The crowd’s anger swelled, their shuffling grew erratic, and a man in a tattered jacket, reeking of beer, stumbled onto the lawn of a home beside the shelter.

The police moved in like vultures, seizing the opportunity. They barked orders, their eyes locked onto the staggering man. One officer pounced, slamming the man to the ground, twisting his arms behind his back. Kienna was shoved aside in the chaos, but Professor Aldridge’s steady hands gripped her shoulders, keeping her upright as the protestors scattered like roaches—unwanted, reviled, but desperate to survive.

Chaos erupted, forcing Kienna back as she looked up at the professor, her voice raw with outrage. “They can’t do this!”

Professor Aldridge’s jaw clenched, his eyes narrowing as he faced the oncoming officer. “This is a blatant violation of our right to peaceful protest—”

“This protest needs to disperse!” the officer barked, his voice a cold command. “It’s out of hand. Trespassing isn’t acceptable.”

“He wasn’t trespassing!” Kienna spat back, her voice shaking with fury. “He tripped!”

The officer’s head snapped toward her, his helmet gleaming in the flickering orange glow of a streetlight. “He stepped onto private property. Clear the area. Now.”

His hand shot out, grabbing Kienna’s arm, his grip like a vice. She winced, struggling instinctively. Professor Aldridge stepped in, shoving the officer back, but the motion sent Kienna tumbling to the ground.

Pain jolted up her spine as she hit the cold pavement. Gritting her teeth, she pushed herself up on her elbows, scrambling to her feet just as the officer tackled the professor.

“Hey! Stop!” She lunged forward, but the officer’s hand slammed into her chest, knocking her back again. Gasping, Kienna staggered to her feet, ready to charge again, but before she could move, a hand gripped her upper arm and yanked her back.

“Logan?” Her eyes widened in shock. He grinned at her, his tall, athletic frame tense despite the playful glint in his eyes. She couldn’t help but take in the changes to his face—his nose slightly crooked, as if it had been broken, the scar etched into his chin, and the hard lines that had replaced the boyish charm he used to wear so easily.

“Hey, Key. Getting into trouble again?”

“You two! Stay where you are!” An officer’s voice cut through the din, and Logan’s eyes narrowed.

“Sorry, officer, but I have plans.” Logan winked at Kienna, flashing her that devil-may-care smile she remembered all too well. He didn’t wait for a response, just turned and pulled her with him. They sprinted down the cracked sidewalk, the officer’s shouts growing fainter as his heavy footfalls pounded the pavement behind them.

Logan veered into a narrow alley, dragging Kienna along. They dodged a bag overflowing with aluminum cans, weaving between piles of garbage until they reached an overflowing, stinking dumpster. Logan slowed, pressing Kienna against the wall as they caught their breath.

“We’ll wait here for a minute,” he whispered, his breath warm against her ear. “Let them pass.”

Kienna’s heart hammered in her chest, a mix of fear and burning desire coursing through her. Logan’s heat pressed her against the cool brick wall, his hard body the perfect shield for her soft flesh.

She avoided his eyes, breathing hard, fear echoing in her ears as the memory of the last night she’d spent in Logan’s bed pulsed through her clit.

The officer’s footsteps echoed past the alley’s entrance, fading into the distance. Logan’s gaze softened as he looked at her. “You okay?”

Kienna exhaled, her heart still racing, her legs itching to move. She met Logan’s eyes, the familiar spark in his making her narrow her own. “If you’re about to lecture me, save it,” she warned, pointing a finger at him.

He smirked. “Lectures were never my style.”

She shot him a wry look, memories of their college days flashing between them. They’d clashed often back then—Logan, always trying to keep her safe, and Kienna, refusing to stand by while the city rotted under the weight of corruption. It had been one of the things that drove them apart.

“What are you doing here, Logan?”

His smile faded, replaced by a guarded look, and he took a step back, allowing a gust of cool air to sweep between them. Kienna shivered.

“I was in the area.”

“In the Iron District? At night?” She arched an eyebrow, suspicion lacing her tone. “What, taking a stroll?”

He avoided her gaze, the playful façade slipping to reveal something darker, more distant. It was the same wall he’d started putting up when things had gotten complicated between them. The secrets. The lies. They grated against her already frayed nerves.

“Sure,” Kienna muttered, her chest tightening as his intense blue eyes finally met hers. She fought against the familiar rush of desire that his presence always triggered. “Thanks for the save, but I’ve got to go. Professor Aldridge is going to need someone to bail him out.”

“Key, wait—” Logan’s hand shot out as she turned to leave, his fingers wrapping around her bare arm, sparking the fire that always ignited between them. He must’ve felt it too, because he quickly let go, but not before his gaze drifted over her in a way that made her feel exposed and electrified all at once.

She sighed, crossing her arms over her chest as she tried to muster a stern expression, though the corners of her mouth betrayed her, twitching upward. Logan had never been able to hide anything from her—not really. Which made the distance he was keeping hurt all the more, carving into her the bitter truth that they could never be together. Not while he was determined to keep secrets.

“You’re still impossible,” she muttered, trying to keep the edge in her voice, but it softened as she spoke. “You know that?”

“And you’re still stubborn as hell.” His grin returned, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I guess some things never change.”

“I guess not.” They stood there, caught in a silent standoff, the flickers of longing in Kienna’s muscles begging her to close the distance between them. She knew one step closer could change everything, shattering the tension in the air. But instead, she took a step to the side, keeping the wall at her back while creating more distance, her heart pounding harder now than when the police were chasing them.

“I’m sorry.” The words came out low, almost a whisper, as Logan’s gaze fell to the ground. His shoulders slumped under the weight of the emotional toll of the past few months—since his brother fled town. Despite the strong lines of his body, the tension in his arms, and the hard planes of his stomach, he suddenly seemed smaller, more vulnerable.

Kienna exhaled slowly. “Let’s not do this again, Logan. We shouldn’t have slept together last month. It just made everything more complicated.”

“It didn’t have to.” His eyes found hers again, full of warmth, affection, and a longing that pulled at her heart, drawing her a step closer despite the voice in her head urging caution.

“We can’t do this, Logan. We’re not right for each other.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t know you anymore.” The words came out sharper than she intended, and she swallowed hard, fighting the urge to apologize when she saw the flash of hurt in his eyes, the way it tightened his features. “Ready to tell me your secrets yet?”

His gaze slid away, and his shoulders tensed. The familiar wall was back up, shutting her out. Kienna rolled her eyes, feeling the pressure of unshed tears welling behind them, but she refused to let them fall.

“Didn’t think so.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. She turned and walked down the alley, resisting the magnetic pull to look back, to drink in one more moment in Logan’s presence. He was the only man she’d ever been with, the only person she’d ever truly loved.

And he’d broken her heart.
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