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Davina Sinclair

Glendive – Montana

Five Years Ago

A NIGHT USED TO FLY by. All I had to do was close my eyes and surrender to sleep, and it would be over in what felt like moments. But that winter night, the early morning hours stretched into an eternity.

I never thought it could happen to me. I never imagined the last words I would ever hear from my mother would be:

“Don’t stay up too late playing video games, sweetheart.”

“We love you,” my father said, excited, as he pulled his new car—a sleek, fast sports model—out of the garage. “We’ll be back soon,” he promised.

I could see the anxiety on his usually focused face. I ended up laughing when I noticed how thrilled he was. Mom used to say that men were just overgrown boys, and that’s exactly how I saw him in that moment—giddy to take his new purchase for a spin, like a young guy taking his girl for a ride in his brand-new wheels.

I waved from the porch, waiting for the moment they’d come back in the dead of night, waking up half the neighborhood with the loud roar of that engine.

But that never happened. Dad wasn’t able to keep his promise.

I waited, and waited. Playing just a little longer, finishing one more level, while I listened carefully for anything happening outside. Then, around 3 a.m., a car pulled up in front of our house. I knew it wasn’t my parents just from the sound of the engine.

A soft knock echoed through the early morning, and I was afraid to open the door—until I saw the flash of a siren reflecting through the windowpanes.

“Alex?” I opened the door and my eyes went wide when I came face-to-face with one of my cousins, who, like my father, was also a cop.

“Davina...” He sighed, his haggard face emphasizing his red-rimmed eyes.

“Wh-what happened?” I asked, a painful knot tightening in my chest, afraid of the answer.

And it was in that moment that everything changed, while the early morning blew a fresh, lonely breeze, completely indifferent to the sharp, chaotic pain that seized my chest.

I lost everything I had.

I lost the people I loved most, my protection, my world.

Now I was alone.
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A POLICE OFFICER’S funeral was honorable and beautiful.

There was so much respect in the number of law enforcement officers scattered throughout the cemetery, in the immaculate uniform each of them wore, as their partners took turns carrying the two caskets along the funeral path, taking the two most important people in my life to the cold, desolate hole that awaited them.

Even though there were two caskets, only one of them actually held a cop. But both of them carried everything I had that was precious: my mother and my father.

I clenched my fist until I felt my nails dig into my flesh. My eyes ached, my mind drifted over all the pain that had flooded me since the moment I got that visit.

A car accident on the highway. On the night they would have celebrated another wedding anniversary. An early morning that was supposed to be special, but Dad drank too much, like he always did, since in the town of Glendive, our family was the law. He never worried about it, always counting on luck and his sharp instincts.

“I drive better when I’ve had a drink.”

I could still hear his laugh when he said that. I was never afraid something like this could happen—after all, my father was the law. If he said he could drive after drinking, then... he was right. Until the damn night I found out my father could lie too.

And now there weren’t enough tears in the world to show the pain that was ripping my chest in two.

I grabbed my godmother’s hand, and she hugged me again. It was the twentieth hug that cold, cloudy morning. At least I had Florence by my side, swimming with me in that enormous sea of pain. I wrapped my arms around her waist, trying to hide in that embrace as if it could comfort me.

But it couldn’t. Nothing could.

When it was all over, the only thing I wanted was to wake up from that nightmare. The world had lost its color, and now I walked through a gray, lonely darkness, even though I could feel my godmother’s presence hovering over me every minute that passed.

Going into my house after everything was devastating, so Florence took me to a hotel, and I spent two days there in complete silence. On the third day, she was so worried she almost shook me, trying to get me to talk.

“Come on, honey, say something, okay?” she insisted for the third time that day. “Anything, I’m here. What’s going on in that little head of yours?”

What was I thinking?

That I would never see my parents again.

That I would be alone forever.

I had just turned 14. There was so much I wanted to experience with my mother. I already dreamed about the moment I would fall in love with some boy from town. Dad would hate whoever it was, so I’d tell Mom everything and ask for her help. We’d be a stealth ninja duo, all for the sake of my teenage romance.

I was also looking forward to dancing with my father at my debutante party when I turned 16. He would take tons of pictures, I would complain about what a doting dad he was, my mother would have to step in and forbid him from threatening, with his gun, any guests who asked me to dance.

It would have been perfect.

It would have...

But they weren’t with me anymore, and it didn’t matter what I did or how many tears I shed. They would still be dead.

“How did they have the nerve to leave and just abandon me here?” I whispered, dizzy down to my bones. “Why didn’t they take me with them, Godmother?” I sobbed, frantic, breathless, and soon I felt Florence’s comforting presence around me again.

“Don’t say that, my darling. All your parents ever wanted was to protect you.” Her gentle hands moved up and down my back, in a rhythm that slowly began to calm me.

But the pain was still there, it would always be there. And on the fifth day, everything got even worse when someone knocked on the door of the hotel room we were staying in.

“This isn’t a good time, she’s very fragile.” My godmother started arguing with someone, and soon a male voice overpowered hers. “Wait...” Florence shouted, when two large men walked through the door. I recognized them immediately.

“Davina,” called Alex, my cousin, stopping in front of me, right next to his brother, Anthony. They were both in uniform.

Seeing them there, in front of me, wearing the same clothes they wore when they told me about my parents’ death, made nausea rise in my throat. I swallowed hard and forced myself to lift my face and look at them.

“Let me at least explain to her...” Florence tried to say, staring at a paper in her hands with visible desperation, but Anthony cut her off.

“Cousin, I’m so sorry for your loss.” He stepped closer, repeating the phrase I’d heard most over the past few days.

I gathered all my strength and nodded, accepting his condolences, even though I didn’t understand why they were there. Both he and his brother started a long speech about how life was fleeting, and how devastated they were to have lost their aunt and uncle.

I had to fight the sudden urge to tell them to shut the fuck up. I didn’t want to know what they were thinking or doing, I wanted them to go fuck themselves, far away from me, preferably.

“Cousins...” I whispered, defeated, and got their attention. “I’m exhausted. Can we meet another day?”

They exchanged glances, and I became more alert when I noticed they seemed to be sharing something.

Something secret.

“Davina, it’s just...” Alex coughed, awkwardly.

“What’s going on?” I cut to the chase.

My father used to say that with adolescence came an irritating impatience, and in the end, I sadly realized he was right.

“Your father left your guardianship in our care, Davina,” he confessed, and my eyes widened.

My godmother was reading the paper frantically, her expression growing paler with each line.

“Wh-what?” I blinked, stunned.

“As you know, our family has a long history in the police force. It was always your father’s dream that you would follow the same path. That’s why he left a document granting us your guardianship if something terrible happened,” Alex tried to explain.

“It was his wish that you be raised the way we were.” Anthony shot a strange look in my godmother’s direction, as if he despised her, which I knew my father did.

Dad always hated Godmother Florence. Mom and my godmother were great friends, even though my godmother had moved out of town years ago, they kept in touch, and I always talked to Florence and received her visits. According to Mom, my godmother was a free spirit, never married, and never even thought about it, much less wanted children. The closest she had to that was me. Dad... well, he sometimes called her a nomad, irresponsible. When things got serious, he would even insult her, saying my godmother didn’t want to get married because she liked a life of prostitution.

“We’re responsible for you now, cousin. Legally.” Anthony reached his hand out to Florence, who gave the paper back to him with visible disgust on her face. “You’re going to live with us from now on, and I intend to honor your father’s wish and raise you on the right path.”

I wasn’t surprised my father didn’t want my godmother to raise me, but my cousins? What sense did that make?

I had known my cousins since I was born, which didn’t give us any kind of closeness or friendship, since they were more than twice my age.

I lifted my eyes to my godmother, and a tremor ran through my body when I noticed her haunted expression.

“With all due respect, cousins, I barely know you. I want to stay with my godmother.” A knot formed in my throat when I saw Florence’s eyes well up.

“With all due respect...” Anthony stepped closer, repeating my words. His eyes flickering contradicted the calm expression he held. “As I said, your father knew what was best for you. I don’t mean to offend Florence, we’ve known her for years too, and she can still be a part of your life, I promise. But your father didn’t think she was the best guardian for someone of your lineage. You are part of the oldest police family in the state. You must be raised as such, with respect and solid foundations that show you the right path.”

“Only I know what the right path is for me.”

Florence was the path I wanted to choose.

But I didn’t choose. I couldn’t, because the option was taken away from me by force.

In the end, if I refused to go with them, my guardians could accuse my godmother of kidnapping a minor, and I would never see her again. So I agreed, on the condition that she remain a part of my life.

“I promise this is temporary. I know good lawyers, I’ll do everything in my power to get custody. Hold on, and tell me if they do anything you don’t like,” my godmother assured me, and I clung to that hope.

Florence helped me organize my new room at my cousins’ house. They had lived alone since losing their parents. The positive side was that there weren’t so many memories in that house, so I thought maybe I wouldn’t think about my parents so much living there.

But who was I kidding? I could go live on the other side of the world, and I would still think about them all the time.

The first week at my cousins’ house was calm. My godmother, who lived in Chicago, stayed in town a little longer, visiting me every day. Alex was more sociable and always made jokes to try to cheer me up, told funny stories, and also cooked delicious waffles for our breakfast, always washed down with comical tales from his life as a cop. Anthony had a rougher, more irritable nature, but as long as I didn’t provoke him, everything was fine. At least, that’s what I thought.

A month passed. My godmother had to go back to Chicago, and although I received her daily calls, boredom began to mix with the anguish I felt, and nothing seemed able to lessen the pain throbbing in my chest.

I needed a distraction. Maybe get out for a while? I hadn’t been on my skateboard since my parents died. A little adrenaline might shake off this depressive mood that had taken over me.

I waited for my cousins to get home after their work shift. I knew how to make coffee, so I brewed a full pot and waited. I was already tapping my foot on the worn-out floor when the two of them came through the door.

“That smells great, did you make coffee?” Alex asked, smiling, and I felt a little more hopeful when I saw he was in a good mood.

I nodded, confirming, and waited until they both tried the hot drink.

“It’s really good,” Anthony commented, turning his back on me, about to leave the kitchen.

“Listen, Anthony...” I crossed my arms, unsure about the request. He turned around, looking at me, and a tremor ran through my body. I didn’t know why, but his presence gave me chills. “I’d like to spend the weekend at my godmother’s house. They say there’s a really good skate park in Chicago and...”

“No,” he cut me off, ignoring me immediately after.

“No?” I shot back.

“Glad to hear your hearing is working,” he retorted, and I felt my face burn with the fury rising up my neck.

“There’s no reason to forbid me from seeing her. You already reduced the days she can come here with the excuse that I need to focus on my studies. I’m the best in my class, and the second-best student in the whole school,” I poured out, remembering how hard I’d had to fight in the last month not to give up on everything and surrender to the daily pain that was consuming me.

Who did Anthony think he was to forbid me from anything?

“What’s your problem with my godmother? Florence is all I...” AH!” I screamed, when Anthony crossed the kitchen in a few strides and grabbed my arm, his red face seeming to be on fire.

“I already said, the answer is NO!” He twisted his thick fingers into my arm with force, pinching the skin until he saw me cry out in pain.

My eyes welled up with tears, and I couldn’t stop the sobbing that came with a startled gasp.

“Fuck, Anthony!” Alex pulled him away. I let out the air trapped in my lungs with the sharp pain as soon as he stopped pinching me. But I could still feel his fingers squeezing my skin until it was marked. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“She has to learn that I only say things once. She needs to have respect, we’re the ones who are going to take care of her upbringing from now on. Don’t be so soft, brother, or she’ll grow up to be nobody, and that’s not what her father wanted.” He turned his back, unconcerned with the pain he had caused me.

I sobbed again, huddled against the wall, paralyzed with shock and surprise.

I had never been hit in my entire life. My parents always believed in good conversations; they were protective and loving. I knew nothing else. But now... I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth, still feeling the skin throb where he had grabbed me. It burned so badly I could swear he had torn off a piece.

“Here... let me help you.” Alex stopped in front of me, holding a bag of ice. “I’m so sorry, so sorry that... asshole of a brother of mine hurt you.” I couldn’t speak, so I just listened. “Anthony’s hotheaded, he didn’t mean it. I swear it won’t happen again, just... don’t antagonize him. He’s struggling too, with our uncles‘ deaths.” He rubbed the ice against my arm slowly. His left hand slid up to my waist, maybe looking for some kind of support. “Davina... don’t tell Florence what happened when you see her.”

I lifted my face, alert.

“W-why not? He assaulted me.” Maybe that would make the custody transfer easier.

“Think, Davina. It’s just logic. Anthony has your guardianship, he’s a cop, same as me, same as your father was, and as young as you are... you know what power each of us holds in this city.” Alex’s eyes widened, reminding me subtly that they were the ones running the show in this shitty little town. “Anthony can get rid of your godmother for good. It’s not smart to provoke him if you want to see her again. Do you understand?”

I blinked, confused and worried.

Alex was right. Anthony could take my godmother away from me.

I snapped out of my daze when I felt a strange pressure on the side of my breast. I jolted at the sensation of my cousin’s fingers touching that area. I jumped back and he pulled his hand away quickly.

“Sorry, I bumped into you.” Alex immediately stepped back, raising both hands, his wide eyes looking genuinely scared.

I relaxed my shoulders when I realized it really had been an accident.

I had to be strong from now on. My godmother would try to petition for my custody in a few months. I just had to hold out until then. I didn’t know if I’d be strong enough, but I had to try.

​
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Davina Sinclair

Five Years Later

WHEN I WOKE UP THAT morning, I never imagined I’d end the day covered in blood.

My cousin’s blood.

My own blood.

Glendive was a small town, barely five thousand people, all tucked away in their houses with that false sense of security that the police protected Dawson County like angels of the law—fair and impartial.

Nothing could have been further from the truth, and the marks on my body were proof.

I hadn’t slept properly in almost a week, and I hadn’t even managed to close my eyes the night before. The truth was, I’d never felt safe, but after what he did, there was no denying how dangerous it was to live there.

I couldn’t take it anymore.

Five years. Five long, goddamn years. Surviving, fighting, getting beaten. All for what?

Anthony was aggressive, manipulative, a fucking sadist, and whatever little peace I had left was in the hands of his younger brother, Alex, who was never worth much but at least didn’t hit me.

I never imagined he’d be the worst of the Canon brothers. There was no other option. When I woke up that morning, I knew exactly what I had to do if I wanted to survive.

Run, before it’s too late.

I ran my fingers over the phrase that had been haunting me for over six months. Every day I reread that letter. The yellowed paper was a witness to the agony I went through as I turned the sentences over in my mind, day after day, as if they could give me the courage to try to escape, as if they could free me from the nightmare I was living.

It wouldn’t be the first time I tried to run. The marks from the beating I got the first time never faded from my skin. Anthony didn’t usually leave marks—that son of a bitch was smart—but sometimes he lost control. Deep down, the idiot knew there was nowhere I could hide from his authority in this town.

When I went to live with the two of them, I figured it would be hard, but everything got so much worse when Anthony banned my godmother from visiting me.

I promised I’d never tell what he did, that I’d never complain, and I kept my word with the only hope that my godmother could get custody of me back. But my cousin lied. That damn militiaman took her away from me at the first chance, banning her from the town, which meant any cop who saw her around here would shoot without thinking, and then some fake story would show up in the newspaper framing my godmother.

Maybe she was armed, or maybe she was holding a generous amount of drugs when they found the body? Anthony could set up anything, like he’d done a million times over the past few years with anyone who displeased him.

The bastard had power in Glendive, and I’d started to think I’d never see her again, until I began receiving secret letters, delivered to me by a few people my godmother still kept in touch with in town, on rare occasions—when I went to the skate park, or when I stepped into the bakery.

The last one came like a breath of hope and changed everything.

“My darling, it’s been so long since I’ve been able to see you because of him...

Even though you always tell me everything’s fine, I’m sure you’ve been hiding something from me for years.

I’m your godmother, I’ve known you since the day you were born, and I can feel in my worried heart that something is going on, Davina. Whatever those two are doing, it has to stop.

Come to Chicago, I promise there’s someone here who can help you.

We have to fight power with power. Your pain is my pain. Trust me, Jenkin will protect you when you get here.

Run, before it’s too late.”

I had no idea who Jenkin was. I didn’t care. He was someone my godmother trusted, and even though I’d only seen her a few times after my parents died, I knew she loved me, that she’d take care of me. And that gave me the strength to try to survive.

I stuffed the letter into my blue backpack, where I’d also stashed my diary, some pencils, a change of clothes, a photo of my parents and my godmother, and all the money I’d saved up. It wasn’t much, but it would have to last until I found Florence.

My bag had been ready for days, but I hadn’t found the courage until things got even worse.

Not that they’d ever stopped being terrible. After all, I was the one Anthony took all his frustrations out on. And even Alex, who’d always treated me with more dignity, was capable of trying to attack me in the filthiest way.

I couldn’t live there anymore. I was exhausted from always being on alert, worried, anxious, always afraid.

I slung my backpack over my shoulder, determined to get rid of those idiots. I grabbed my skateboard and took one last look at the room that had become my prison.

The bed with the pink covers wasn’t the least bit cute. A shiver crawled up my spine when I saw the iron bars that formed the headboard. I touched the black wristband I often wore on my right wrist, which hid one of the most painful marks I carried on my skin—and on my soul. Because of them, I was reduced to nothing more than a prisoner, an object that powerful men like my cousins could do whatever they wanted with.

I lowered my eyes to my wrist, holding back the tears whenever I thought about how that mark would never disappear. And with it came the memories and all the humiliation Anthony had forced on me.

I clenched my teeth, determined never to set foot in that place again.

I left the room, heading for the exit of that hateful house. Each step was paced by the frantic beating of my heart as I tried to forget all the pain I’d felt while surrounded by those walls.

I could hardly believe that in a few minutes I’d be far away from all of it.

I walked in silence. Even knowing my cousins were on duty, I was afraid that any noise might materialize one of them right in front of me.

Maybe it was a bad omen, a dreadful premonition, or maybe... somehow, he found out what I was planning to do. Because when I passed through the living room, just a few feet from the exit, I came face-to-face with someone who might as well have been the devil himself.

“Going somewhere, Davina?” His low, always-friendly voice spread through the room, freezing me in place.

“A-Alex!” I gasped. Pure panic slid down my throat, choking me when I saw the tall man standing in the doorway.

Just looking at him was terrifying. Those treacherous brown eyes never left my nightmares. All I had to do was close my eyes to see him again, on top of me, trying to force me to do something I never imagined.

It happened almost a week ago, when I stayed late at a birthday party. It was close to a miracle that I’d gotten permission to stay at the party late, since Anthony had always been strict about curfew. But that night, he was working on the opposite side of town. The party was for one of my classmates, and I ended up drinking for the first time.

In the end, Alex came to pick me up instead of Anthony, and I was genuinely happy, since his older brother would have beaten me if he’d seen I was drunk.

“Oh, Davina, why did you do that, sweetheart? You know Anthony would be furious!” Alex said on the way home.

“Please don’t tell him, Cousin Alex,” I begged, my cheeks burning.

The alcohol had made me a little groggy. Actually, I was about to fall asleep, and I felt as light as I hadn’t in a long time. Still, there was a spark of worry about what would happen to me if Anthony found out about that night.

“Don’t worry, it’ll be our little secret, okay? Who hasn’t gotten smashed in their teens?”

“I’m not a teenager, cousin,” I shot back. “I’m already nineteen.”

“You’re right. You’re a woman now, aren’t you?” He stared at me with a strange look—the kind that always made me shrink inside the baggy clothes I’d learned to wear to camouflage myself.

There were rumors about Alex that circulated around town every now and then. Rumors I refused to believe, until it was too late.

We got home a little while later, and he helped me to my bed, since the floor had acquired several slopes and steps I swore weren’t there earlier. Everything was spinning, and there was a warm, pleasant heat burning along my neck. It was a weird, funny sensation, but also very pleasant, as if nothing else mattered.

“Get some sleep, cousin. Everything will be better tomorrow.” Alex helped me lie down on the bed, and I settled under the warm covers without even changing my clothes.

All I wanted was to sleep. I closed my eyes, assuming Alex had already left the room, and was about to drift into a deep sleep when a cold draft made me shiver. Even with my eyes closed, I realized I was uncovered.

“What...” I mumbled, lethargic, about to pass out from exhaustion, when something started moving across my skin.

The touch was gentle, starting on my arm, sliding down over my breasts, and stopping at my waist.

What’s happening?

Some rational part of my mind wanted to know, and I forced my eyes open. I blinked, trying to see something, but all I could make out with my blurry vision was a large silhouette, which soon climbed onto the bed, sinking the twin mattress.

“Alex?” I breathed, confused.

“Go back to sleep, sweetheart.”

My pants... I thought I said when I felt the fabric slide down to my hips.

“W-what...” I stirred, fighting against my muscles, which wouldn’t obey me.

What was he doing? What...

“L-let me go.” My voice grew stronger, but before I could say anything else, he clamped his hand over my mouth, climbing fully on top of me.

“Don’t be so skittish. I’ve never hurt you, have I?” He grabbed one of my hands, while the sound of a zipper being undone echoed through the silent room. “Trust me, it’ll be good, I promise. Either way... you won’t remember this, will you, sweetheart?” His voice was almost laughing, mixed with breathless gasps that made me nauseous.

“No... W-what are you doing?” My slurred voice seemed to leave the words floating in front of me.

“It’s a dream. So go back to sleep.”

For some reason, I believed him. For a fraction of a second, I thought I really was living a nightmare. I just wanted it to be over quickly. But when he spoke again, something inside me woke up.

“If you knew how long I’ve dreamed about that little virgin cunt of yours, cousin...” He slid his hand between my legs. The invasive touch was disgusting, rotten, devastating.

This wasn’t a nightmare.

“NOOOOO!” I screamed, my eyes flying open, and I started sobbing in fear.

Alex covered my mouth again, pressing his body between my legs.

“Shut the fuck up. It’ll be over soon.”

Despair, dread, and nausea consumed me when I realized what was about to happen. He was going to rape me. The rumors were all real. Alex was constantly accused of rape in town—young girls, innocent ones, most of them virgins like me—and none of the cases ever went anywhere because he was part of the militia that controlled the city. Just like his brother, his word was law.

Deep down, I knew. I’d always known, ever since Alex started touching me casually. Ever since I changed my wardrobe to hide from his lecherous gaze. I always knew it would end like this. But not without a fight.

He’d have to kill me to get what he wanted. Adrenaline burned off some of the alcohol, and I started thrashing beneath him, keeping him from making any progress. Then a sound echoed down the hall, and the voice I feared most spread through the house:

“Alex?” Anthony called from the living room. “Brother?”

Alex pulled the sheet over me, covering the nakedness between my legs, and jumped off the bed like a startled cat, zipping up his pants just as Anthony walked into the room.

I couldn’t even move. I don’t know why, but my limbs felt frozen.

“Alex? What are you doing in here?” The suspicion in Anthony’s voice gave me a sliver of hope. He was always an abusive son of a bitch, but he’d never looked at me that way.

He’d never tried to assault me and... my God. I shuddered and closed my eyes, pretending to be asleep, too weak to even breathe properly.

“I-I came to drop off Davina. She had a little to drink at the party and...”

“She what?” Anthony snarled, and I had to bite my tongue to hold back my sobs. The bastard had thrown me under the bus at the first chance.

“Easy, brother, it was nothing. We both had fun at that age, remember? She’s fine, just really sleepy,” Alex continued, as if nothing had happened.

“She’s our responsibility, brother. We have to take care of her. What kind of future will the girl have if she turns into an alcoholic?”

“Don’t be dramatic.” Alex was still out of breath. “But if it makes you feel better, we’ll talk to her tomorrow. Either way, it was her first drunk. She won’t remember a thing about tonight. Don’t wake her up, okay?”

And since then, Alex had acted like that night never happened. He had no idea I remembered every detail. The smell of sweat on his skin, the filthy words he said, the way his disgusting hand brushed against my most private place, leaving me terrified.

That day, it became clear I couldn’t stay there anymore. He would have raped me if Anthony—the man I feared most—hadn’t arrived. Without knowing it, he saved me from a fate much worse than a beating.

I would have preferred Anthony to find out I was running.

The realization made my eyes burn, but I couldn’t give up.

“Answer me, Davina, you’re not...” He looked at the backpack on my back. I lifted my face and stared back at him. “Are you thinking about running? Cousin, if Anthony finds out...” He tried to sound gentle and concerned, stepping closer in a few strides. I immediately backed away when he tried to touch me.

“Don’t you dare touch me or try to stop me,” I snarled, glaring at the police uniform he was wearing.

I tried to hold back the sob rising in my throat, but I couldn’t. A worried crease appeared on Alex’s face.

“Are you afraid of me, Davina?” he asked, taking another step toward me.

Another sob escaped my lips. It was uncontrollable—my greatest weakness, because I could never hide when I was scared.

And I was always scared.

“I-I’m not scared,” I lied, looking away from his eyes.

“Then tell me the truth, sweetheart. Are you planning to run?”

“Yes.” I stared at the devil in front of me. “I just want to leave. You don’t want me here anyway. Either way, you’ll be rid of a problem.”

“That’s a huge lie. All we want is what’s best for you.”

“Best?” I raised my right fist and pulled off the wristband, showing the hideous scar that had been shaped by years of punishment. “T-this is what you call wanting what’s best for me?”

His eyes went wide, shocked that I’d stood up to him.

“Don’t be foolish, Davina.” He took another step toward me, and I didn’t resist. I backed away as he advanced, and before I knew it I was cornered in one of the room’s corners, Alex mere inches away. “If Anthony finds out you’ve been thinking that way again, you know what will happen. I couldn’t... bear to see him hurt you again because of this reckless disobedience.” He let out a loud sigh, lifting that despicable hand until it almost touched my face.

I sobbed and jumped back, my back slamming against the wall, terrified at the thought of being touched by him again, in any way at all.

“Why now?” He narrowed his eyes, suspicious. “Are you sure you’re not afraid of me, Davina?”

“N-no. Y-you’ve never done anything to me,” I lied again, and he moved even closer, planting one hand on the wall right beside my face.

“Cousin, you’ve never been good at lying, but I admit I’m surprised.” He gave a crooked smile. “You managed to fool me for an entire week.” My eyes went wide. My heart leaped in my chest, terrified, as he leaned in until he was so close his breath brushed my face. “You remember, don’t you? The night you drank for the first time.”

My cheeks burned, and another sob broke from my lips.

“W-what are you...”

“Enough lies,” he barked, his eyes opening wider, transforming into the monstrous version he hid from society, right before my eyes. “You remember everything, just like I never forgot how close I came to...” He bit his lip and let his gaze trail down my body. “You know...”

“Get away from me!” I snarled, furious, and shoved him hard, trying to duck under his arm, but Alex dug his fingers into my arm and held me captive.

“Let me go, Alex. I swear I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ll never come near you again if you just let me leave here.” I swallowed a whimper, trying to remember everything I’d learned about my cousins over the years.

I slowly lowered my head, transforming into the dim-witted, innocent, submissive version that sometimes helped me escape a beating, even though I wanted to gouge the bastard’s eyes out. Maybe I could convince him?

“Oh, darling... don’t you understand? You’re not going anywhere.” He ran his hand through my hair. “You’re like a swallow I sheltered for a long time. Small, defenseless. I tended your wounds, and I watched you grow into this beautiful hummingbird. I can’t just let you go. And besides, I see the way you look at me. You want this as much as I do.” He grabbed my waist roughly and pressed me against the wall.

“Let me go, you bastard!” I screamed, thrashing against his body as he pressed the bulge between his legs against my stomach. “I’m disgusted by you, I never asked for any of this, a-and I want to leave, to go somewhere you can’t touch me anymore.”

“How can you pretend you feel nothing? When I go crazy just being near you?” He pressed his cock against me harder. Revulsion and nausea climbed up my throat; I was about to throw up. “I tried to ignore what I felt, since you didn’t remember, but now that I know the truth, I can’t put off the inevitable. Anthony won’t get in our way this time. I’m going to teach you to obey in a way my brother never could.”

He lunged at me, grabbing my wrists. His hard mouth came down on my neck, licking my skin. I sank my teeth into his arm, the only part I could reach, and bit down hard until I heard him roar.

“Aaaaaaah!” I screamed when a violent blow landed on my face.

“I don’t enjoy hitting you, but I will if you don’t obey me.” He brought his hands to his uniform belt, about to unbuckle it.

I started writhing, just like I had the night he tried to attack me. I would never give in. I swallowed a sob with great effort and gathered every last bit of courage I had left.

I kicked his knee, making Alex stumble, and ran toward the exit, but his fingers grabbed my shoulder, yanking me violently back.

“I will never stop fighting, you disgusting piece of shit. You’ll have to kill me.”

My eyes went wide as I saw him calmly draw his gun.

“What are you...”

I didn’t have time to finish the sentence. I barely blinked before the butt of the gun slammed into my temple.

The pain was so sharp I couldn’t even scream or make a sound. It burned, burned like hell, and all I wanted was to cry, curled up in pain.

“AH!” I howled when he grabbed my hair and yanked it hard.

“I will break you, Davina, no matter what it takes.” He raised the gun, about to hit me again—the blow that would definitely knock me out, and then... there would be no turning back.

I threw my arm up in front of me and cried out loudly, lashed by the pain the blow caused on my skin.

Anthony broke me, while Alex took everything I had left.

The purest hatred slid down my throat, spreading through every inch of my body. I wanted to make each one of them pay, wanted them to suffer as much as I had suffered for all the years I was forced to live with the two of them. I wanted to watch them pay for wearing that ridiculous uniform during the day, while they were the villains who ruled the nights in Glendive.

I wanted them dead.

I grabbed the gun by the barrel when he tried to hit me again and yanked with all my remaining strength, catching him off guard. The object was heavy, cold, and slipped from Alex’s hand, jumping into mine with speed.

It wouldn’t be the first time I’d held a gun. One of my father’s hobbies was taking me to a farm where he practiced target shooting, and over time he started teaching me. I’d been training since I was ten, which was a huge challenge, but it gave me some knowledge about firearms. But after my father was gone, I never held a gun again, and I hadn’t even tried to pick one up until that moment. I saw Alex’s eyes widen when he realized I had actually managed to steal his gun.

I ran to the corner of the room, raised the gun, and aimed it at him. My heart pounded in my ears, racing. It was now or never. They had destroyed me, and I wouldn’t think twice about doing the same to them.

An attacker’s weakness is thinking his victim will never fight back.

“Fuck, what do you think you’re doing? Give that to me. Now.” He tried to step closer, and hesitated when I flicked off the safety.

I kept the gun aimed at him, his eyes bulging as he stared at me while I trembled from head to toe. My head throbbed from the blow the bastard had given me.

“You’re not going to shoot. We both know you don’t want to ruin your life. Give it back.” He took a step toward me; my vision was blurred by tears, making it hard to see him clearly.

“I-I just want it to stop, want you to respect me. I-I’m leaving here, and neither you nor Anthony will come after me.”

He smiled.

“You’ll never get out of Glendive. Never!” he snarled, and lunged at me.

It happened very fast, like falling asleep. Two shots cut through the silence of the night, and I was thrown backward by the force of the impact, but I quickly straightened my posture, eyes watering as thick tears streamed down my face.

Two shots, one body collapsed in the middle of the room.

“Oh, my God!” I let out a breath between sobs.

Alex lay fallen, his eyes closed. There was a hole through his arm and another right in the middle of his chest, from which thick blood began to gush.

Shit!

Shit!

Fucking big shit!

I killed the son of a bitch. I really killed him!

My head started spinning as the pool of blood grew, like a living fountain spreading across the floor.

I looked at him lying there and realized I had dreamed of this in the past week. The day I would see him pay for trying to rape me, just as much as I wanted Anthony to be punished too.

Fuck! Anthony! I shuddered as a terrible dread took hold of me. I had to get out of there, before someone found him, before...

“Holy fucking shit!” I burst into a fit of sobs. If Anthony found me, he would kill me. I had to get out of there. “OH MY GOD! OH MY GOD!” I screamed, desperate, trying to force my limbs to work.

There were no neighbors nearby, and it was common to hear gunshots coming from our house, since Anthony and Alex were always testing weapons there.

My eyes fell back on Alex, dead on the floor. His dark hair was plastered to his sweaty, strained face.

I shot him!

I shot my cousin?

Holy shit, I put two bullets in one of the militia bosses! I would never be innocent of that crime in Glendive.

All my options were painful and unfair.

How? How did I end up like this? Why was there so much evil in this stupid world?

I shook my head, trying to control my frantic, uneven breathing that threatened to suffocate me. My vision went blurry, and I immediately started blinking, trying to regain control.

Maybe I had a few minutes before someone found out. Before Anthony came home. The adrenaline began to give way to a freezing fear—I had to get the hell out of there.

Forcing my brain to work, I opened my backpack, grabbed a shirt, and used it to wrap up Alex’s gun, which lay fallen in a corner. I shoved the shirt wrapped around the revolver into my backpack with impressive speed, intending to find a safe place to throw them away later.

Being raised in a family of cops taught you one thing or another about the law, especially how to go unnoticed in an investigation that would be ruled a homicide.

It wouldn’t be much against all the evidence that would point to me as the prime suspect, but if they didn’t find the murder weapon, the investigation would be incomplete, which made things easier for me.

I grabbed my skateboard, stumbling, and ran toward the exit. I knew that after this, I could never stop running. Anthony and his militia gang wouldn’t allow it. They were influential, had politicians and powerful men working for them, and the fear of what they would do to me if they got their hands on me almost paralyzed me.

Run, before it’s too late.

I remembered Florence’s words and realized that, yes, it was already too late.

I would have to give everything I had to survive, and maybe I’d have a chance. A single opportunity, but it filled me with the strength to try.

I pulled the hood of the black sweater I wore over my cap to better camouflage my face, hoping to throw them off long enough to disappear.

I was completely alone, again.

​
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CHAPTER 2
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Jack Kane

Chicago – Illinois

One Month Later

NIGHTS IN CHICAGO WERE never quiet for men like me. While the long workday ended with the sun going down, the day was just beginning in the underworld.

I watched the horizon, that big, hot orange ball dying behind the clouds, slow and soft like a poem fading out, vanishing between the skyscrapers scattered across the city. I was leaning against the railing on the terrace of one of my tallest buildings. I liked savoring the feeling of the light being swallowed by the dark, inch by inch, until it was gone completely, giving way to the shadows I loved to command.

I knew every corner of this city. Nothing happened on these streets without me knowing. The crime was organized, and I was proud to be part of that management. I had learned to enjoy my position as head of the Kane organization, along with everything that came with it when my father and my older brother died. But that position came with heavy responsibilities—some I’d always known about, and others I created myself, so the crime on the North Side could connect with the other zones in the city and operate like a system.

A lot had changed since I took over, but there were certain traditions that were carved in stone. And they had to be honored.

I pushed my glasses up the bridge of my nose, annoyed at that certainty, and ran my hands over the expensive black suit I was wearing tonight, chosen specifically for the meeting I’d had with my mother earlier.

Mamma was traveling for pleasure in Sicily, where her family lived, to stay by the side of her great-aunt, who was sick.

I had made sure she was safe by sending some of my men to keep an eye on her, in addition to the protection of Don Matteo, an old friend who ran everything in that region and would keep her under his watch. Not that it lessened the danger that woman posed to my controlled, orderly life—even from a distance.

I had turned thirty-four, and for almost ten years I had held the position masterfully, along with all the weight of being a mafia emperor. After all, I had been trained from the moment I was born to be part of this system. And recently, my mother had done me the kindness of reminding me that I was long overdue to get married and produce an heir. She even already had the names of two perfect candidates in hand.

A demand I’d expected, sure, but now that I actually had to face marriage, I felt something like apathy and discouragement, maybe even boredom, and a flicker of worry.

A mafia marriage was usually just business, and this was just another responsibility I had to accept, even if I wanted to deny that obligation at all costs. After all, getting married meant letting someone into every corner of my life, which was systematically organized.

What if she was a chronic mess-maker? What if she threw off my pragmatic existence?

“Ah, what a truly inglorious dilemma.” I exhaled, exasperated.

My glassy eyes were fixed on the metropolis below, on the people moving back and forth like clustered ants.

The terrace door burst open behind me, and I knew it was Lamar before I even turned around. I had left two of my soldiers outside, and the only one with permission to come through there and interrupt my sacred moment of self-pity was my right hand, the underboss of the Kane mafia.

“Boss!” Lamar came running in with a radio in his hands. His worried stance behind a bulletproof vest put me on alert.

“What is it, man? You look like you’re about to collapse.” I put my hands behind my back, waiting for him to tell me what the problem was this time.

There was always something to be solved, someone to be threatened, a finger or two to be chopped off...

It was an invigorating routine, one I was used to. Few things could rattle me, and that was one of my main traits. I loved serving chaos with a side of good whiskey, but my patience was thin, and its limit nonexistent when it came to betrayal.

“One of the warehouses got hit by the cops.”

I narrowed my eyes, processing the information.

“Art or whiskey?” was my first question.

Although my business currently revolved around a flawless money-laundering scheme, art trafficking and whiskey were also some of my specialties, which didn’t stop me from dabbling in arms trafficking, which occupied the West Side, and part of the South Side, which I shared with the mafia baron, the utterly unstylish Stelvio of the Trevino mafia, and part of the East Side, which belonged to the mafia overlord, the fearsome Vance of the Voguel mafia.

“Art. The shipyard warehouse. We made the exchange recently. There was no way they could have found out, unless...”

“Someone ratted us out.” I swallowed hard and clenched my fists, feeling hellfire slide down my throat. Lamar was fuming with rage and nodded, confirming my suspicions. “What did our informant in the police say? Do we know how many paintings were seized?” My voice came out low, choked with hatred.

“Five, boss. According to our records, we had...”

“Six paintings in the shipyard warehouse. One original, five identical copies. I remember perfectly.”

In fact, I remembered every detail, every transaction I authorized. It was almost a fetish to have everything under my control. But a robbery followed by a police raid could only mean one thing.

“We have a rat among us, Lamar. How wonderful...” I clenched my jaw, feeling the rage rise through my veins. I liked it. Fury always helped me think clearly. “The bastard stole from us and thought he could cover it up with a police seizure?”

“High treason, boss.” Lamar spat, disgusted to the bone.

The idiot who did that probably didn’t realize his crime went beyond simple betrayal. Worse than being robbed by one of my own was that this fucker had dragged the police into it. The painting he stole had already been sold, which would also put my efficiency in the criminal world in question.

What he didn’t know was that I had infiltrated contacts too. How else could someone survive in the underworld and stay out of the hands of justice if they didn’t have half the city in their pocket? Obviously, I was smarter than most of my competitors. I’d been dodging the cops for years, and I had made it this far without a single arrest, which earned me the nickname “the genius of crime.” And I was going to show that sniveling traitor wannabe what happened when one of my men betrayed me.

“Lamar, my friend, we’ll end the night with that idiot’s hands in some cheap plastic bag.”

Lamar flashed a psychotic smile that told me he was just as eager for that moment as I was.

“We’re going to find that cabrón, hijo de puta,” he cursed in his native tongue. “I await your orders, boss.”

I pressed my fingertips together as my mind mapped out a plan.

“I want names and addresses of every supplier who had even the slightest access to the warehouse information. Mobilize the Kane mafia captains in the area for interrogation and put every soldier on watch. Any news or suspicion is important. We’re going to tear everything apart, stone by stone. That bastard isn’t leaving Chicago in one piece.”

I drew my Taurus G3 T.O.R.O., black as my suit, which would be used for the second time. I felt the cold steel tingle between my fingers. I liked its seventeen-round capacity, which would last longer if a shootout broke out, but that didn’t mean I was giving up the chrome Glock 9mm hidden at my waist. Even though I lived surrounded by my security, the mafia emperor couldn’t afford to be careless.

“Are you coming with us, boss?” Lamar’s eyes widened, visibly excited at the idea.

I didn’t always show up on field missions, since internal business needed as much attention as external, and I trusted my underboss blindly for any and every job. But there were some cases where I always made a point of being present, like traitors and rapists.

My two favorite torments.

I loved the sound they made when they were torn apart.

“That’s a certainty, my friend. Let’s hit the streets.” I checked the rounds in the magazine.

“Attention, command. Bring a vest for the Emperor,” Lamar announced into the radio.

“Request a black vest. It’ll match my suit,” I said with a wave of my hand, and Lamar stifled a laugh. “What? Can’t a man want to go unnoticed in style? Imagine putting a gray vest over this impeccable outfit?” I pointed at my pressed suit. “It’s called camouflage, Lamar.”

“Yes, sir, as you wish.” He called our men over the radio again. “The vehicles are ready, boss. All equipment is prepped.”

“The hatchet and the two machetes?” I wanted to confirm a few items that, for me, were of utmost importance.

“Yes, I also asked them to bring more restraints before we left.” He turned to the side, clearing the way for me to pass.

“Then the hunting season is officially open.”

We gathered every piece of information that might be useful, and a few minutes later we were ready to begin our search. According to my intel, there were four major suspects with potential for betrayal: two of my soldiers, which would really feel like a knife in the back, since they had been part of the Kane mafia’s protection force for years and were treated like family under the command of Jonah, one of my most honorable captains, and two suppliers who were also big names in our market.

At that moment, I only had one certainty: one of those men was ending the night sleeping in hell.

“Shit!” I muttered, pissed off, when we reached the parking lot and I saw my reflection in the glossy paint of my black Cadillac Escalade.

“Everything okay, boss?” Lamar stopped beside me, alarmed.

“Depends on how my suit ends up tonight.” I looked at my reflection again and adjusted the bulletproof vest I had fitted under my jacket.

If I had known the madness waiting for me tonight, I wouldn’t have worn a fifteen-thousand-dollar Brooks Brothers.

“I don’t think it’s going to end very clean after we catch the rat.” Lamar had the nerve to laugh at my despair.

“So be it,” I grumbled, ignoring the catastrophes my suit was about to go through from that point on.

We got into the SUV, an imposing, spacious armored vehicle, ready to flip over every stone in this city until we found the bastard who betrayed me. I looked in the rearview mirror, where three other SUVs waited for my orders.

I ran my hands through my hair, smoothing the strands at the sides, and braced myself for the start of the chaos.

I gave the order, sincerely believing it was just another normal night in a city full of ordinary criminals.

“Let’s go!” That simple command would change my life forever.

I just didn’t know it yet.
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Davina Sinclair

Chicago

LIVING WASN’T EASY.

I figured that out the same day I became an orphan. When it came down to it, life was a master at creating endurance tests out of nowhere, as if dealing with humanity wasn’t already a kick in the balls.

Still, surviving was infinitely harder, especially when the demons in your mind were always lurking, ready to scare you, willing to do anything to shove you into the abyss for good.

I pulled a granola bar I’d been saving in my backpack and started eating it slowly, trying to make that small meal last a little longer, while my eyes fixed on a spot on the gray asphalt.

Every now and then I’d close my eyes and see the bloodstains on the carpet again, spreading and spreading, like at any moment they’d reach me. For long days I felt like I’d become an empty shell, but deep down Alex’s probable death didn’t bother me—I couldn’t give a shit what happened to him. But the fear of what Anthony would do to me to avenge his brother wouldn’t let me have a single second of peace. If he got the chance, he’d spill my blood on that fucking carpet.

I turned up the volume on my iPod, which had once been white but was now covered in a grimy tint. It was one of the few things I’d managed to bring with me in the old blue backpack I carried everywhere. I might have to sell it soon, but knowing that both it and my skateboard were gifts from my parents made my heart ache at the thought. Still, I might not have any options left after today.

I tried to focus on one of my favorite songs at the time, Eminem’s “Mockingbird,” trying to distract myself while I watched some skaters pulling tricks at a skatepark—the first one I’d found since I ran away.

There was a similar park in Glendive. Well, maybe not that similar, since the one in my hometown was small and always had the same people. But the one I found in north Chicago was packed with strangers.

Watching those strangers there—some jumping on skateboards, others hanging onto their girlfriends, while a few smoked what I thought was weed in another corner—made me miss the familiarity that surrounded Glendive.

Back there, I knew everyone. But here, in the middle of this big city, there were only potentially dangerous strangers around me.

I twisted my lips when I realized how ridiculous that thought was. The person who hurt me most wasn’t a stranger. Still, I was carrying a box cutter in the pocket of my baggy pants and plenty of courage to use it.

I was exhausted. I hadn’t stopped for even a single day until I got here. I’d spent the last month skating through several cities to reach Chicago. I only caught a bus or subway when I felt like I was about to pass out from fatigue. I didn’t have money to go far, and I was smart enough to know that by now my cousin was already after me and wouldn’t rest until he found me.

I couldn’t make it easy by using transportation he could track, so I zigzagged my way to Chicago, trying to find my godmother—which had proven pretty damn difficult so far, since I’d been deprived of having a cell phone for a long time.

I’d found the address that was on the letters she used to send me, but Florence didn’t live there anymore. The current resident had given me a new address, where I might be able to find her.

I looked down at my sneakers, which were worn out to the point that the tread marks on the soles had disappeared. They were my only brakes for the skateboard, and I knew damn well that if I kept running like this, the shoes would give out soon. And I didn’t have money to buy another pair.

Actually, I didn’t have money for anything else. I’d spent it all to get here. I was skinnier since I ran away—I could tell from my pants, which had always been baggy but now needed a little knot to stay on my waist. Maybe I’d lost about 5 kilos? Who knows, maybe more? I couldn’t say. I barely managed one meal a day. A lot of nights I slept hungry to save money, and tonight wouldn’t be any different.

I’d had lunch at a shelter I found when I got to the city. They also offered me a place to sleep, along with other homeless people like me. There was even dinner included, but I had to say no, even with my stomach complaining insistently—as the night wore on, it started begging for a hot meal. I couldn’t sleep with anyone near me. Not after everything...

There was no choice. My only hope was to find my godmother, and with her help, maybe I could get my documents back and find a job.

I clenched my jaw, trying to ignore the anger I felt when I realized how much my cousin Anthony had thought of everything. That miserable bastard confiscated my ID when I turned 18. He said he’d be responsible for me until I was 21, and that he’d keep me out of trouble until then. But I knew he just wanted to keep me under control. My cousins knew I’d run away at the first chance.

I rubbed my face, trying not to go crazy with the worries that were starting to suffocate me, and stood up, grabbing my skateboard—which was pretty old but was still one of the few things that felt safe. When I got on that black deck, it was like part of my soul gained a little freedom. I remembered the day my dad bought it, and how much my mom cursed him out for it, afraid I’d get hurt. But as soon as she saw the happiness I felt getting it as a gift, all her worry faded and she started encouraging me. That skateboard was the first thing to teach me that if I wanted to win, I had to keep trying, even if I fell along the way. No matter how many times I had to get back up.

I walked over to the park and stopped about a yard away from a tall guy wearing a blue hoodie, the same color as the beanie covering his wavy hair. He seemed excited, telling a friend about a trick he was practicing.

“Can I?” I pointed to the empty halfpipe, looking at him.

“Go for it, knock yourself out. But you better be careful—the bowl’s real slippery, and you’re not wearing any pads,” he said, energetic and concerned, but I ignored him.

I knew exactly what I was doing. I hadn’t felt the need to wear a helmet in years.

I took a deep breath and turned up the volume on my iPod. The song changed, and soon the notes of Linkin Park’s “Castle of Glass” started seeping into my subconscious. I related to every piece of that lyric. I knew I’d turned into a big glass castle, with countless cracks, and the only way to keep from shattering completely was to find relief for my bruised soul. Relief that came when I felt adrenaline rush through my body.

I positioned the deck of my skateboard on the edge and immediately realized the guy was right. The round, bowl-shaped ramp was deep and worn out, which definitely made it a dangerous circuit for beginners. But it seemed perfect for me.

I dropped into the ramp with my knees bent and straightened them as soon as I hit the flat bottom, gaining speed. The wind immediately threw the hood of my sweatshirt back, my hair flying everywhere, wild. I adjusted my cap and kept flying across the bowl. Faster. More intense.

I spun my body, riding up the walls and dropping back down from the coping, then returning to the center again.

God, I’d missed throwing myself into a bowl like this!

It was delicious. Liberating. My few minutes of peace.

I did a few tricks I’d already mastered and ended the short run when my head started spinning and a certain weakness hit me. Maybe I’d come back in the morning to practice some moves, but right now I needed to go to my godmother’s new address. If I found her, I’d definitely have something to eat besides granola bars, and a safe place to spend the night. I was tired of sleeping in abandoned buildings while trying to forget the hunger I felt.

“Whoa, you’re really good!” praised the guy, who was now watching me with wide, excited eyes. He was with five other guys and two girls.

“Is this your first time here?” One of the girls came closer, crossing her arms. “She’s pretty, stylish, and kicks ass on the bowl—she’d be a great addition to the tournament. What do you think, Sam?” She turned to the guy, who was now looking at me with a different kind of energy.

“That’s an excellent idea, gorgeous.” He put his arm around the girl’s waist. She looked about my age. “So, what’s your name?” he asked, and I hesitated a bit before answering, already strapping my skateboard onto my backpack.

“Davina,” I gave in, watching them with a certain distrust, but I quickly concluded that they didn’t seem to pose any danger.

I’d met evil in so many forms that I’d figured out it left a trail... in the eyes, in the voice, in the posture. It was like an aura that turned my stomach. I’d caught myself finding people like that in the alleys on my way here, and I knew I should run. But here, I could see they were just a group of friends who, like me, were passionate about skateboarding. And for a split second, I wanted to be part of that group. Maybe the little Davina, who got the skateboard from her dad, longed for that. But the woman I’d become deep down knew that a normal life like that was far out of reach.

“Have you ever entered a competition, Davina?” He took a step toward me.

“No, never. Must be fucking awesome...” I shrugged and twisted my lips.

“And you’re right, it’s one of the baddest feelings I’ve ever had. You gotta try it.” Sam looked down at my skateboard. I could see in his expression that he recognized the brand—even though it was old, it was still a mark of quality.

Element Skateboard produced great decks for both beginners and pros. You could see how worn out the board was, but at least it was quality.

“Wanna grab something to eat with us? I can explain how the tournament works—we still have time. You could join our team.” Sam tried to be nice, and my stomach had the nerve to growl at the unexpected invitation.

Jesus Christ! All I wanted right now was to have money to buy a huge burger, with lots of fries and an ice-cold soda.

“It’d be really cool to have another woman with us,” insisted the girl, who I now figured was Sam’s girlfriend.

By now, I was probably being looked for by the police, my picture spread all over the place. As much as I wanted to say yes, a thousand times yes, there was only one answer someone like me could give.

“Sorry, it’s not gonna happen. I’m just passing through town.” I shrugged, pretending I didn’t care about turning down the offer.

“Ah, that sucks...” The girl twisted her lips.

“Still, thanks for the invite,” I said, and adjusted my cap.

“Any chance we’ll see you around here again? Oh, by the way, I’m Zoe,” said the girl with long hair that fell in beautiful brown curls down to her waist. “I saw you do a clean Pop shove-it.” She mentioned one of the tricks I’d pulled off a few minutes before. “I’m having trouble with the rotation, and these idiots don’t understand that my weight is different from theirs.”

“Hey!” One of her friends grinned, elbowing her arm.

“What I mean is, it’d be really cool to understand how you do that and what technique you’re using, since we’re the same size.” I held back a smile, and for a moment I felt surprised.

I didn’t think I’d be smiling again anytime soon, but the possibility of helping another woman with my own experiences got me fucking pumped.

I loved training and talking about tricks.

“Look... maybe I’ll show up here in the morning,” I ended up saying, and a certain excitement rose up my neck when she smiled and gave a little happy hop, shaking her hair everywhere.

“I can’t wait to see you again,” she said, but the lively conversation was interrupted by a guy who crossed the skatepark and came running up to Zoe and Sam.

“We-we gotta get the hell out of here...” he said, out of breath, also carrying a skateboard strapped to his backpack.

“What’s going on, Matt?” Zoe asked, worried.

“Damn, she’s hot,” he suddenly commented, noticing me.

I wrinkled my nose at the crazy bastard.

“Got no damn filter, do you?” Sam nudged the guy, who shot me a weird sideways grin. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“Oh, right!” He shook his head and turned to his friends. “You guys saw Kane walking around the north side,” he continued, leaning on Sam’s shoulder.

“Ah, shit!” Sam cursed, adjusting the backpack on his shoulders. “Let’s get out of here. Now!” he warned, serious, and Zoe rolled her eyes, losing some of her worry the moment she heard that last name.

“Does it have to be right now? I really wanted to see him in person.” One of her girlfriends let out an excited little laugh.

Zoe held back a smile, which confused me. They seemed both scared and dazzled by the man’s presence.

“Who the hell is this Kane?” I asked, trying to decide if I should start running now or later.

“You don’t know Jack Kane?” Zoe spat out in shock. “Oh my God, how did you get through the north side without hearing about him? The man’s a legend on these streets, girl!”

“Look, we don’t have time for this,” Matt cut in, turning to face me with his small, almond-shaped eyes. He looked like a cornered little animal, stuffed into a way-too-big black hoodie.

“Listen up, sweetheart, Jack Kane owns every high-end club in north Chicago. Royals Club, Night Club, Prince Club... it’s all his.”

“They say he actually owns every nightclub on Chicago soil—the ones that aren’t his are under his protection,” Zoe finished, starstruck, while Sam scowled at her, not at all happy with her excitement.

“People say way more than that, actually.” Matt straightened his posture, like he was an expert on the subject. “Nobody really knows what he does for a living, but the man’s powerful, always surrounded by armed security. When he walks down the street, it looks like a movie scene—people jostle each other to see him... they say near his favorite club, the Royals Club, he’s treated like a god. The locals worship him.”

“You’re forgetting the most important part,” Sam growled, visibly annoyed by the stir that name had brought to the conversation. “He’s rarely seen wandering around here. But when he does show up...”

“Expect a tragedy on an equally cinematic level,” Matt added.

“Is he a gangster?” I asked, confused.

“A gangster?” The blonde girl next to Zoe laughed, incredulous. “Nobody really knows what Jack Kane is. All we know is that gangsters are afraid of him. The cops are afraid of him...”

“The cops?” I narrowed my eyes, finding that phrase so strange it might as well have been in another language.

Where I came from, everyone was afraid of the police, not the other way around, and for a second I was fascinated by the idea of someone my cousins would be afraid of. Someone who wouldn’t cave to all the terror they had spread across the city where we lived. Someone who would deliver justice for all of us.

Someone who could protect me.

“We’re all afraid of him,” Sam stressed.

“I wouldn’t say people in the North Zone share that feeling, Sam. The guy’s a celebrity around here.” The blonde flashed a dirty little grin that made Sam roll his eyes.

“Emily, you and half the people in this place seem to come down with some sudden, unknown ailment whenever this man is brought up.” Matt narrowed his eyes at the blonde.

“That ailment has a first and last name. It’s called Jack Kane...” She let out an excited little squeal. “I heard he’s got that dark, searing kind of handsome.”

“Woman, for the love of God, you’ve heard the rumors. They say he’s involved with...” Sam glanced around before continuing, and whispered, “The mob. The fucking mob.”

“Tsk... bullshit! And whatever he does, they say he’s a fair man and gorgeous. I’d love to run into him...” She sighed, resigned.

“My God, this sounds like something out of a movie.” My mouth fell open, shocked by the whole story. “Should I be worried?” I turned to Zoe, who seemed like the most sensible person right then.

“Not at all... nothing to worry about.” She shook her head, staring at Emily and Sam, who were arguing about the dangers and the fantastical stories surrounding the name Kane. “I love Sam, but he worries too much. What we know about Kane is that he’s like some kind of protector of the North Zone. He’s rarely seen around here; I doubt we’ll run into him, but if it happens, don’t worry.”

“Have you ever seen him in person?” I asked, suddenly curious.

“Haven’t had that luck...” she whispered, giving me a little smile, and I narrowed my eyes at her. “Don’t look at me like that, I just wanted to see him. The stories surrounding him make anyone curious.”

“What stories are those, exactly?”

She shot a quick look at Sam, leaned toward me, and whispered:

“I heard that Jack Kane is like a fallen angel. Beautiful, powerful, elegant, and dark.” The statement sent a shiver up my skin.

“Come on, please, can we wait just a little longer? I’d really love to see him in person, even from a distance.” Emily’s voice yanked me out of those daydreams and brought us back to reality.

“Don’t kid yourself, Emily. It’s never good to be on the streets when Jack Kane decides to pass through them. If you want to stay, stay. We’re out of here.” Sam growled and grabbed his girlfriend by the waist.

Jack Kane...

How could just the mention of a name stir up so many different feelings? Sam was afraid, Matt was staring at the alleys near us with what seemed like genuine dread, Emily could barely hear the name Kane without her eyes lighting up, lovesick, and even though Zoe wanted to deny it, her admiration for the man was obvious.

What the hell was in the water around here for these people to think all of this was so normal?

“Fine, you pain in the ass, wait for me. Are you coming, Davina?” Emily asked, but I quickly waved off the invitation.

“Thanks, see you later.” I raised my hand in goodbye, as if I were living a life where I could meet up with friends and have fun.

But the truth was something else entirely.

I didn’t have friends anymore. I didn’t have a home, much less a family. The only thing I had left right then was the hope of finding my godmother and starting over.

Since I was little, one of my biggest dreams was to have my own family. That whole thing about marrying a prince charming who would love me the way my father loved my mother. Then I’d be walked down the aisle by my dad, who would be wearing his special uniform, and he’d cry in my mother’s arms when I finally moved into my own house and had to say goodbye, and I’d have kids, lots of them. I’d live an unforgettable love, and I’d be loved like the girls in my favorite K-dramas.

But I lost my family way before that, and now all that was left was loneliness and hopelessness.

I looked at the gloomy, sad sky, just as a drop of rain hit my head.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” I spread my hands by my face, staring at the sky in disbelief at my luck as I saw it start to rain.

The thin drops began to fall slowly, but the streets emptied out completely in an instant, which made me a little wary.

I pulled the hood of my black sweatshirt over my cap, hiding my hair under the fabric, and looked around, not knowing where to go. It was already past 10 p.m. and I hadn’t found any shelter nearby that could protect me from the rain, which was starting to get heavier, so I started running without a destination. Earlier, I had asked a woman in a park for directions to my godmother’s address; it wasn’t far from there, but the distance would leave me soaked. I needed to find shelter, at least until the rain let up.

I stopped at a crosswalk that was red for pedestrians, waiting anxiously to cross the street. The sound of the rain soaking everything around me was broken only by the noise of cars speeding by. I shivered, feeling the cold drops already starting to drench my sweatshirt, as the damp chill slowly wrapped around me.

It couldn’t get any worse. At least that’s what I thought, but as if it were sent straight from hell, a car sped by, right over a puddle of dirty water that immediately splashed up, heading straight for me.

I even closed my eyes, bracing for the impact of the water, when I realized it hadn’t hit me.

I opened my eyes and blinked in confusion at the sight of a huge umbrella stopped right in front of my face.

“It’s a shame they let creatures devoid of manners possess a driver’s license,” a low, cold, rough voice sounded beside me, and suddenly the raindrops stopped completely.

“What...” I turned to see who was holding the umbrella, and I felt like my voice had been ripped away by the sight of the man standing next to me.

His ivory skin highlighted his dark hair, which was impeccably combed to one side in an elegant, formal cut. He wore a starched black suit, the kind that looked expensive as hell, like the filthy rich CEOs wore on TV.

I swallowed hard, unable to look away from him. His whole dark aura enveloped me in a shadow of fear and awe.

They say you can feel the shadow of death when it approaches, and in that moment, I was certain I was standing right next to a reaper.

Who was that man? And what kind of influence did he have over humanity? I could barely move while I stared at him. The power that radiated from each of his movements was about to suffocate me.

“Here, kid, take this and go home. It’s too late for a teenager to be wandering the streets.” He offered the umbrella, staring at me from behind a pair of square glasses that didn’t hide his deep, terrifying eyes.

“K-kid? I-I’m not a kid!” I hiccupped, which was the only sign I was frozen with fear.

Then, to my surprise, the angel of death leaned toward me and adjusted his glasses that... my God, they made him terribly more handsome.

“Oh, what a surprise. A girl!” He tilted his head, cracking a lopsided smile, so perfect it was diabolical, and looked at me. His bright white teeth matched his hypnotic eyes, which seemed capable of reading my every thought.

They were blue like the sky at night. Dark, uncontrollable, filled with pure power, just like the upright, confident posture he maintained under a black overcoat, as elegant as the figure before me.

“You don’t have to, th-thanks.” I cursed myself for not being able to control another hiccup, and tried to move away, but the man grabbed my hand in an instant and shoved the umbrella handle between them. The touch through the leather gloves he wore was firm and left no room for refusal.

I started hiccupping uncontrollably as I watched him move a little closer.

“It’s a gift. Accept it.” He straightened his posture, and only then did I realize how tall he was.

The man took a step toward the downpour, and I thought he was going to get soaked, but immediately another umbrella appeared over him, as if from nowhere. I looked over my shoulder and brought my hand to my mouth at the absurd number of men standing right behind us.

The man moved, and they all followed him, walking like perfect shadows, surrounding him on all sides. None of them looked in my direction, as if I didn’t even exist. Fortunately for me, all their attention was fixed on the man walking ahead, maintaining a refined, sovereign posture, as if he were royalty.

I could only breathe normally when three cars braked in front of me. One of the men opened the door of one, and the sinister, absurdly beautiful stranger got into the vehicle without looking back.

And suddenly they started up and sped off, tires squealing, disappearing as fast as they had appeared. I blinked, in disbelief, and looked at the umbrella in my hand, which must have been worth a fortune, since the entire finish was made of leather.

I heard that Jack Kane is like a fallen angel. Beautiful, powerful, elegant, and dark.

The phrase echoed in my subconscious as I watched that whole convoy of black cars drive away.

“Could it be... no, it can’t be.” I shook my head, still trembling, aware that the man I had met seemed more like an ethereal, celestial being.

I swallowed hard.

A fallen angel was dangerously close to being a demon on Earth. Which of the two was he? Angel or demon?

Deep down, I knew I shouldn’t want to know the answer, but my stupid heart was still racing, curious and terrified at the same time.

I stared at that umbrella again, praying I wouldn’t end up in an even bigger mess because of it.
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CHAPTER 4
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Davina Sinclair

I ARRIVED AT THE ADDRESS they’d given me to find my godmother, but the answer I got was nowhere near what I expected.

“Sorry, sweetie, there’s nobody here by that name. We moved in two months ago, I have no idea who lived here before that.” The woman pressed her lips together, her face wearing a painful, apologetic look.

“Thanks anyway, and sorry for the trouble.”

She smiled.

“It was no trouble at all. Is there anything else I can do to help you?” she offered, friendly, snuggling into her fluffy coat, which I imagined was warm and cozy—nothing like my damp, freezing hoodie.

I thanked her and said no. I couldn’t impose on her any more than that. I walked down the steps from the house and continued on my way, hungrier than I wanted to admit, with part of my clothes soaked, and no idea where I’d sleep or how I’d find my godmother in this enormous city.

I bit my lip and decided I needed to find a safe place to spend the night first. I’d spotted a building under construction on my way here, and a sliver of hope wrapped around me. I’d learned a few things since I ran away—one of them was that big structures like that made perfect hiding spots.

I walked for a few minutes and was relieved when the rain started to let up. I stopped for a moment, staring at my new umbrella with trembling fingers.

Was it really him? The thought left me curious and bewildered. If it was, Zoe and Emily were absolutely right.

Jack Kane looked like a god from the underworld walking among mortals.

A shiver ran up my spine, and I could swear it had nothing to do with the cold I was feeling. In fact, I was doing everything I could to ignore the umbrella that reminded me of that dangerously intense gaze.

I shook my head, pushing the memory away at all costs, and hurried toward the construction site I’d seen earlier. It took me a few minutes to get there since I didn’t want to risk using my skateboard on the wet asphalt and rusting the bearings. I didn’t have a cent to spare for anything, and it was my only way to get around—I couldn’t take that chance. So all I could do was walk through the empty darkness of Chicago’s wet streets.

I ran my hand over the switchblade in my jeans pocket, trying to feel a little safer. I had to admit that, despite the chronic terror of being completely alone and helpless, I was liking this city more than all the others I’d passed through to get here.

It was a big, bustling metropolis—I’d done my research—and I’d heard some locals say that even though crime was high in certain parts of the city, it rarely involved innocent people.

Well, I wasn’t so innocent anymore—at least not as far as the Glendive police were concerned. I could bet that by now every cop in that town, who were all Alex’s buddies, would give anything to find me, but I didn’t give a shit. Alex deserved every bullet he took, that bastard.

What scared me most was that I liked this new version of myself. I liked the Davina who fought back, and I didn’t want to let her go, even though I hated the memory of his wide eyes when I pulled the trigger, the blood gushing thick and red and accusing. Still, I didn’t regret what I did.

Alex was a wolf in sheep’s clothing. He fooled me with his soft voice, his worried, caring expression. He was a fucking phony, nothing like his older brother. Anthony was never good to me, and he was even worse with strangers. I’d heard his cop friends brag plenty of times about the torture they used on suspects, about the times they framed an innocent person, not to mention all the beatings he saved just for me.

I remembered every single one. Every moment of pain, fear, loneliness, and sadness. Anthony marked my body, while Alex marked my soul. That’s what they meant to me—an unhappy past.

And now... I’d probably become a wanted fugitive for shooting a well-liked cop. I was fucked, like so many other criminals in Chicago, but here I was just another face in the crowd.

I stopped in front of the building and scoped the place out. It was an incomplete construction, looking abandoned, with peeling walls and weeds climbing up through the rubble. The sight was apocalyptic, but I knew I didn’t have many options. Places like this could be extremely dangerous, so I had to be extra careful.

It didn’t take me long to find an opening in the crumbling wall. I slipped through a gap and entered what looked like a big, abandoned underground garage. I took a deep breath, trying to catch any strange smell—maybe the foul stench of urine—but when I didn’t smell anything, I scanned the floor for discarded crack pipes or coke vials.

I’d learned to analyze the hideouts I chose for sleeping; if they stank of piss or showed signs of drug use, it was best to get the hell out. Places like that were always frequented, and it was only a matter of time before someone noticed me hiding in the dark. Luckily, this building seemed safe, secluded, and not heavily used.

I’d been choosing private storage units ever since I left my hometown, because it was rare for any of the owners to visit them during the night. I just had to leave by five in the morning and everything was fine.

I entered the building, which had a distinct smell of mold. I adjusted my backpack and walked slowly, trying not to make a sound.

I was incredibly happy when I found a large parking lot, busted up obviously, but spacious, with at least three escape routes along its sides.

“This’ll do...” I murmured, shivering from the cold breeze winding through the air, and I scoped the place until I found a dark, clean corner.

I took off my wet hoodie and cap and hung them on a beam, hoping they’d dry by morning. I curled up in a corner, opened my backpack, and pulled out a large black trash bag I used for sleeping. I kept my skateboard strapped to my bag and leaned against it, trying to find some comfort, blending into the darkness.

I tucked myself inside the loose Tupac-print jacket I was wearing, which, luckily and thanks to the strange help of an unusual man, was dry. I rubbed my hands together to warm them and closed my eyes as my stomach growled loudly in protest.

I sighed, tired, sad. I had no fucking idea what to do from here. My body had gotten used to sleeping in any corner—after all, I’d been doing this for a month, and the hard floor was nothing new—but hunger I still couldn’t handle, let alone the fear I felt every night.

Ever since I ran, all I’d managed were short stretches of troubled sleep. I slept only a few hours a night, and even then, I woke up several times, restless, uncomfortable, terrified.

I curled up a little more, hugging my own legs, trying to fall asleep, but it didn’t work. My stomach twisted again, protesting, and I bit my lips. My eyes burned with the tears I was trying to hold back.

In moments like this, all the hope I nurtured during the day faded away. Reality crashed into me, and all I could think about was how hungry I was, the few coins I had left, which I was saving for when I got my period, since I’d need to buy some supplies and didn’t feel capable of stealing them. I was living one choice at a time, day after day, and buying a hot dog today might turn me into a pad thief tomorrow, and I wasn’t about to sink that low.

I didn’t have many expectations, and right now there was no one I could turn to, but I still had my character.

I looked at the horizon, where the dark sky embraced the city, and I started to wonder:

Are my parents watching me?

Can they feel all my suffering?

I hoped not.

My parents were the only ones who ever loved me, besides my godmother, and I missed them every day, but some memories hurt more than others. My eyes would well up whenever I remembered the way my mom would run her fingers through my hair when I had a nightmare, her warm lap, or her cold-fighting soup.

I laughed out loud remembering the name she gave to the soup I loved most. I loved it so much I once pretended to have the flu just so she’d make it for me. I blinked, trying to force back the tears as I remembered her smile, so much like my own.

She always believed in my strength, and in moments like this, when I felt lost and terribly alone, that certainty was what I held onto. I opened my backpack and pulled out the letter my godmother had sent. I stared at the piece of paper with renewed determination. I didn’t need to open it to remember every single word:

“Come to Chicago. I promise there’s someone here who can protect you.”

“I’ll find my godmother and get my life back, Mom,” I sniffled, unable to stop the cold tears streaming down my face. “I promise.”

I closed my eyes, praying to God that I could at least get some rest, and after a long time, I fell asleep. Which didn’t mean I found refuge.

That’s where he lived.

My greatest terror, the memory disguised as a nightmare. Small flashes of the night that nearly destroyed me for good.

“Am I dreaming?”

“Yes, sweetheart... Now close your eyes.”

“No. Nooo!”

I woke up sweating, my heart beating so hard it felt like it was climbing up my throat, like it was trying to escape all the pain of those memories. A wave of violent tremors spread through my body, and I knew it had nothing to do with the bitter cold I was feeling.

“Oh God!” I sobbed, crying uncontrollably, bringing my hand to my chest as soon as I realized it had been a nightmare.

I’d been suffering from them often. It was rare to get through a night without waking up in tears, other times screaming, which made my fugitive situation very dangerous.

But how? How could I forget? How could I stop feeling the fear of what could have happened? The memory of the forced, rough touch, the smell of sweat that came off him, his eyes shadowed by a lust that blinded him. Nothing... I couldn’t forget a single thing he did.

I took a deep breath, clinging to the idea that I would never see him again, and tried to rest. I needed to gather my strength for the next day. I was still trying to shake off the terror that had seeped into my skin when I heard a noise from the back of the parking lot.

“This fucking thing has to fit!”

My heart stopped for a moment when a male voice broke the silence of the early morning.

I opened my eyes wider and leaned toward the sound.

“Fuck!” I brought both hands to my mouth, stifling a gasp when I saw a big, burly man standing next to a vehicle.

He was cursing nonstop, struggling to force a large tube under the back seat of the car, while holding a phone pressed to his ear.

“I have to get out of the city before he finds me. We won’t be able to escape if the Emperor catches one of us. You know the methods that bastard uses to find out the truth.” He balanced the phone on his shoulder while wrestling with the car seat.

I bit my lower lip in panic when the guy’s shirt rode up with the movement and revealed a gun at his waist.

I slowly slid my backpack straps on. I pushed the trash bag aside and stood up extremely slowly—even though he was on the opposite side of the parking lot, I couldn’t risk him seeing me.

I grabbed my hoodie, still wet, tied it around my waist, and started to walk, one step at a time, toward the hole I’d come through. Whatever that guy was hiding here would mean death for anyone watching him.

I moved away, dragging my feet along the floor so I wouldn’t trip over anything. I only managed to breathe again when that angry voice got farther away. I looked back one more time; from a distance I could see the shadow of the man still shoving the tube into the back seat, and when I turned forward, about to leave the building, my face slammed into a wall of... muscle?

I stumbled sideways, and all the blood in my body drained to my feet when I felt a hand close around my arm.

“What do we have here?” The guy was big, broad-shouldered, his steel grip digging into my skin.

“Shit!” I gasped, terrified, and didn’t think twice.

I shoved my hand into my pocket, pulled out my switchblade, and jammed it into the guy’s hand.

“You fucking bitch!” he roared, letting go for a brief moment.

I took off running toward the streets of Chicago—if I could reach them, I’d have a chance to escape—but the bastard grabbed me by the hair.

“Where the fuck do you think you’re going, you little whore?” I felt a violent impact against my face that dazed me for a moment, but I shook my head and steadied myself, not surprised by the blow at all.

That was nothing new to me.

Unfortunately, I was used to getting beaten, and it hadn’t been that long since I learned to fight back. Now that I’d started, I didn’t plan on stopping.

I gripped my switchblade tighter and prepared to attack him again when I was caught off guard by a painful blow to the back of my neck.

I spun, stumbling to the side. I started slashing the blade through the air to keep him from getting close, then I realized his partner had also cornered me. I backed away, but it was useless. One of them kicked my leg, while the other punched my stomach with a dry, devastating blow. I lost what little air was left in my lungs and fell to my knees, gasping for oxygen.

The bastards took the opportunity to restrain me, grabbing my arms.

“Where did this bitch come from?” a voice echoed through the insane pain flooding my mind.

“Quick, Ramon, throw her in here.”

The beefy man I’d seen struggling with the tube moments earlier was sweaty and stank of booze and cheap cigarettes.

“Get your hands off me, you fucking pig!” I snarled, trying to bite his hand when I saw he was shoving me toward the trunk of the car.

I dug my heels into the ground, using every bit of energy I had left, but I couldn’t hold out much longer. Ramon grabbed my hair and tossed me—backpack, skateboard, and all—into the trunk, as if I weighed no more than a feather.

Immediately, his hand clamped around my throat. The grip stole the little oxygen left in my lungs.

“Who do you work for, you tramp?” Ramon roared, without loosening his hold or giving me a chance to answer.

I tried to kick him, but his partner grabbed my legs while he choked me harder and harder.

“I don’t think this little whore works for him—she looks like some random beggar—but she was listening to our conversation. She’s a loose end.”

“I’ll take care of her. We leave the body here, nobody will suspect a thing.” He squeezed tighter. My eyes watered; I scratched at his hands, never stopping staring into his glazed, freezing eyes.

There was a rectangular scar on the corner of his face. A stupid detail I clung to, hoping I might report this attack to the authorities. Then I remembered that I’d lost my life and my identity. There was no way I could ask for help. Nobody would even miss me. I’d never show up in the missing persons database—at most, the wanted list.

My lungs began to burn. The skin on my neck was on fire from the relentless grip.

So this was it?

This was the end?

I closed my eyes, too weak to fight.
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CHAPTER 5
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Jack Kane

PATIENCE... ONE OF the few virtues I didn’t possess.

I never knew how to wait, and at that moment I felt every single second dragging painfully slow around me as I sat in silence inside my armored Cadillac. Each wasted minute only sharpened the hatred I felt for that goddamn traitor.

“We got a tip, boss.” Lamar stuck his head through the gap in the car window, the vehicle parked between two other equally armored cars. “They spotted a suspicious vehicle near the abandoned buildings. Two men in a black Mitsubishi I-Miev.”

“Christ. On top of being traitors, they’ve got no taste. Poor Van Gogh... forced to ride around in a car that pathetic.” I wrinkled my nose, imagining the bastard cramming the canvas—worth several hundred thousand dollars—into the trunk of that hideous piece of shit.

“Jonah’s already on-site with some of our soldiers. What’s the order, boss?” Lamar asked.

Jonah was one of my captains, an extremely reliable man, though pretty volatile. The bad boy was known for his lack of mercy—one of the qualities I valued most. It was unlikely we’d find any of those bastards still in one piece after my captain got to them.

“Give me the radio.” I took it and switched to Jonah’s frequency. “Attention, command. This is the Emperor.”

“Yes, sir! Command listening,” he answered promptly.

“We’re on our way. Surround those idiots, and if you have to shoot, shoot—but not to kill,” I continued. “I want the bastards alive.”

“That’s gonna be a tough mission, boss. Those rats know the rules in Chicago. They’ll choose certain death over being captured by the Emperor, sir,” he said honestly.

“Fine. I don’t need both of them breathing. Just one—the smarter one, if you please. I hate torturing stupid people. It exhausts my brain.” I gave the order, adjusting my bulletproof vest. “Get creative, yeah?”

I pushed my glasses up with the tip of my finger. The calm in my voice made Lamar restless. He was my right hand, and he knew better than anyone how much I was seething beneath the self-imposed mask of tranquility.

The thirst for vengeance was suffocating me—a thirst that would only be quenched by the blood of traitors.

“Shoot them in the legs, the arms, gouge out an eye—I don’t care. But keep one of them breathing. That’s the order, understood? I want to skin those idiots myself.” I said the last part in a whisper, then switched off the radio, impatient. “It’s going to be a long night, Lamar.” I spun my Ka-Bar knife between my fingers, admiring my reflection in the sharp blade. “Let’s not keep them waiting.”
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DID THOSE IDIOTS HONESTLY believe, at any point, that they could escape my wrath? My rules? That they could walk into my city and rob me so blatantly?

The questions kept rising in my mind as we got closer to the location, and to be honest, I’d be even more offended if the answer to my questions was: yes.

For almost ten years I’d ruled every corner of the North Side, and since then, nothing happened in those streets without me knowing about it. They wouldn’t get far anyway, but it was entertaining to watch them try. There was a certain courage in the foolishness of a man who doesn’t fear his own death.

We were nearing the address when the sound of gunfire echoed through the night. Lamar drew his weapon and slipped into the heightened alert state typical of the man who served as the North Side’s underboss. His eagle eyes swept the streets around us, already mapping escape routes if necessary, until he located the source of the shooting.

“Fuck, it’s there!” He pointed at a decrepit building as the driver parked on the parallel street. I immediately switched to the frequency for the soldiers in that area.

“Attention, command. Report. What’s the situation at River North?” Soon my captain’s breathless voice crackled through the cold night.

“No cops or witnesses in the area, sir. I stormed the place with our men and caught the bastards in the parking lot. One of them is still alive, but I think he passed out. Hey, Scarface—kick him in the face and see if the bastard wakes up. The boss is here.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Jonah, do me a favor and don’t kick anyone in the face. I don’t have much left now that you’ve put a bullet in his partner—don’t you dare kill him.”

“Sorry about that setback, boss. The fucker was trying to run, but his partner isn’t going anywhere, I swear.”

“Whatever. Just keep the idiot alive and wait for me.” I warned him, then hung up the radio. “You hear that, Lamar? He fainted.” I laughed.

“They don’t make criminals like they used to,” Lamar said, shrugging, dismayed.
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