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Scarred

The radio’s low and the place is mostly cleared out this time of the evening when
we hear the roar of regulators down the street. Delia looks at me, eyes wide with fright,
and the knife she’s using to chop the vegetables clatters to the wooden table. “Dae —"

“It's okay.” I'm the big brother; that’s what I'm supposed to say, though she
doesn’t believe me. I busy myself with the bills and try to ignore the choppy thunder of
motorbikes outside. Maybe if I pretend I don’t hear them, they’ll disappear into the
night. They’re just looking for fun, that’s all, and there’s none to be had here.

Only someone forgot to tell them that because the next thing I know, the bikes
cycle down outside and harsh laughter punctuates the still night. Then the bell above
the door tinkles out in the main room, heavy boots echo off our worn floor, someone
whistles and someone else laughs and then Maeve scurries into the back of the diner to
tell us, “They’re here.”

Regulators. I remember a time when they didn’t exist in my world, where a man
trying to make an honest living could manage to get by without having to answer to
such lawlessness. My da used to tell me stories before the terror attacks, stories I've told

my sister Delia on the nights when she cries herself to sleep. It wasn’t always like this
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and maybe that’s all the hope we need to go on, to know that there was something
more, there can be something more, if we can just get through this present strife to find
it. We can get by, I tell her, when I hold her close in the darkness. We will.

But I can see she doesn’t buy that—it’s in the way her hands tremble as she
scoops the minced vegetables up from the cutting board to dump them in the soup that
boils beside her on the stove. From out in the dining room, a ragged voice calls for
service, and I see the way she clenches the knife in one fist, toying with the idea of
hiding it on her somewhere for protection.

I hate this fear in her. “Don’t.” I place a hand over the knife. She looks up at me,
her lower lip stuck out in a slight pout, and I shake my head for emphasis. “It'll just get
them mad, Delia. You know that.”

“They’ll touch me,” she whispers. “They’ll want—"

“I won’t let them.”

She stares at me a moment longer and then nods. She knows I'll not have that in
here. I've stood up for her before, I have the scars to prove it —emotional scars that cut
deeper than the scratches from McBane’s belt that cross my lower back, scars that ache
worse than the bones he crushed in my wrist that never quite healed.

When another of the men calls out for service, I nod at Delia and whisper, “Go
on. The sooner they're fed, the sooner they’ll leave.”

Maeve twists her hands in her skirts and watches Delia push through the service
door that leads behind the counter. “I'll mind the soup,” she calls out, ever eager to
please. She’s only fifteen, Delia’s charge, picked up from an alley not far from here one
day some years back, and the child didn’t want to speak or eat or even live until Delia
convinced her otherwise. Another war orphan, like the rest of us.

I try to tell her my da’s stories, too, to keep that world alive, but it's nothing she
remembers and she thinks they’re just fairy tales, she’s said as much, make-believe
things I come up with to get us through the day. She doesn’t remember a mother or
father or a time before all this. Delia doesn’t, either —she’s four years older than Maeve

and all she knows of our da is what I can tell her, which isn’t much anymore. But she
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wants to believe things haven’t always been like this; ragtag rogues running the streets,
shells falling in the night, the world crumbling around us like so much brick and
mortar.

I want her to believe there can be so much more than this. Otherwise, what's the
use in going on?

“You want I should go out there?” Maeve asks, breaking into my thoughts.

I sit at my desk by the walk-in refrigerator, not far from where she stands stirring
the soup, and I can hear every word that’s said out in the main room — the catcalls when
Delia steps out from around the counter, the raucous laughter, the snickers and jokes.
Five different voices, maybe six —regulators don’t travel in larger packs.

One leader, usually the roughest of the bunch, mean enough to scare a handful of
others into following him. They tear through the city on their motorbikes like
postmodern desperados. Nothing more than street gangs, that’s all they are. There’s so
many, too, I can’t keep track of them. They ride in here like glory and shake us up a bit
until they lose interest and we just have to hope we can hold together that long.

McBane’s group is the worst of the bunch, but I don’t hear his voice out there in
the main room. Thank God for that. He’d have called me out there to him by now.

“Dae,” Maeve starts.

“Shh.”

I want to hear what'’s said. The regulators quiet down. Delia must have
approached the tables, and then I hear her low voice telling them the daily specials,
probably passing out menus and trying to avoid their hands.

Maeve bites her lip, stirs the soup, and asks again, “Should I go, too?”

Out in the main room, Delia’s voice rises in anger amid wicked laughter.

“Stay here,” I tell the younger girl as I stand. The chair scrapes out behind me
and she jumps back, startled. “It’s okay.” I don’t quite believe that myself. Pushing
through the swinging door, I repeat, “You stay here.”

There are seven regulators altogether, a sordid and mean-spirited group, taking

up two of the largest tables along the windows by the exit. Beyond the glass I see their
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bikes lined up single file, gleaming in the floodlights that illuminate the small stretch of
concrete I like to call a parking lot. We'll not have another customer tonight with those
hogs out there. Anyone passing will just keep on going by. Already the couple we had
sipping coffee at the bar stands by the register, anxious to pay their bill and leave. An
older woman and her husband —neither of them look at the regulators.

I watch the men from the corner of my eye as I ring up the coffee. They don’t
wear McBane’s signature bandannas and I've never seen them around here before, but
that doesn’t mean anything. A rival gang, then, or someone new looking to score this
turf. That means fights in the street, a new reign of terror until McBane backs down or
manages to run these punks out. I'm not looking forward to this already.

One regulator stretches along his side of the booth, across from two of his men,
and I assume he’s their leader. He’s a young kid, no more than a boy, really — Delia’s
age, if that. But there’s a hard look about him, his eyes are like flint in his stony face,
and a smattering of healed scratches crisscross his nose like freckles. His hair is buzzed
down to just a hint of darkness that clings to his scalp, and as he drinks the water
Delia’s set before him, I notice his knuckles, battered and scraped. He glances at me
with mercurial eyes that look almost silver from here.

I look away before he wants to start something. Just go, I pray.

When I dare to glance back at him, he’s still watching me, and he’s got that look
on his face that I recognize all too well. I see it every time McBane rides up in here
looking to score. It’s a hunger, a lust that has nothing to do with Delia and everything to
do with me.

Dread curls in the pit of my stomach and I tell myself I'm going to ignore it,
pretend I don’t notice the weight of his gaze on me as I wipe down the counter. I keep
an eye on Delia; she’s handling herself very well, asking each man for his order and not
rising to any of their barbed comments or implied threats. When one of the bastards
flips through the menu and asks where she’s listed on the thing, I twist the towel in my
hand to curb the anger that eats at me inside.

She catches my eye and I can see how frightened she is. We're all terrified here;
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the sooner these regulators leave, the better. It’s okay, I want to tell her, even though it’s
not. Instead, I just nod her way and that’s enough to make her turn back to the
customers —at least she knows I'm here.

The next table’s worse, the one with the guy I'm assuming runs this show. He
doesn’t say anything to her —I don’t expect him to, he’s the type to corner me if I let
him, she’s safe as far as he’s concerned — but the men he’s with, they scare me. The one
on the end’s as big as a bear, burly and gruff, lank hair hiding his eyes and a foul mouth
beneath an ill-kempt beard.

“Hey, doll,” he bellows as Delia comes up to him. I swear the windows shake
when he speaks.

Before she can answer, he has a hand on her waist and he’s pulling her into his
lap, a flurry of flailing arms and kicking legs. “Let me go!” she cries, dropping her order
pad to the floor.

The more she struggles, the more the regulators laugh. They think this is funny,
even the one by himself, he’s got a smile on his face and he’s watching me again,
waiting to see what I'm going to do. I'm wondering the same thing.

“Dae—"

I come around the counter, wiping my hands on my apron. Unarmed, of course
— this is my place, I don’t carry weapons. I'm not one of them. I'm not much to look at,
I've got muscles but they’re from lifting stock and I wouldn’t know how to throw a
punch if my life depended on it, but it’s not me at stake here, it’s her, and I promised I'd
not let them touch her. I swore I'd watch out for her, it was the last thing I told my da,
I'd be the big brother and keep her safe. That’s the only thing steadying my voice when
I approach the table . “Let her go.”

Silence. It's shock value I'm riding on here, and the few moments it takes for the
lug to notice me is enough for her to wriggle free from his grip. Straightening her skirts,
she cowers behind me, her hands on my back.

And then he realizes he’s got to do something to save face here, I should know

better than to start something in front of the whole gang.
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He hauls himself up from the booth, a head taller than me and three times as
wide, his eyes gleaming with a mean spark I don’t like at all, his hands fisting at his
sides. Hands like that crushed my wrist, the first time I stood up for her. I've been torn
open by men like him, left bleeding and broken. I have the scars to prove it.

Behind me Delia gasps, pulls me a step back. “Dae,” she whispers. “Oh God, Dae

I don’t know if it’s courage or stupidity that makes me look up at him and say,
“I'll not have that in here. If you're wanting to touch her again, you can just leave now.”

He laughs. I expected him to; that’s how it normally starts.

He looks around at his friends, they're all laughing now. Looks like I'll give them
a spot of fun tonight after all. He raises his voice until it booms through the room even
though I'm standing right in front of him. “Can you believe this?” he asks, motioning at
me, and that makes the others laugh again.

Delia’s nails bite into my back. This is ridiculous; this man is easily twice my size.
If he’s of a mind, there’s nothing I can do to stop him and he knows it.

“I've got a bit of a sweet tooth.” He gives me with a bawdy wink, “And your
girl’s just the thing to hit the spot. Whaddya say, sugar—"

When he lunges around me, I move away, keeping Delia out of his reach. She
bumps into one of the bar stools, then scurries around the counter, pressing against the
wall, ready to run if I tell her to. As the regulator closes the distance between us, I
caution, “You’'d do well to sit down.”

The threat sounds hollow to my own ears, and it just makes him grin. But at least
my voice doesn’t quiver when I say, “Sir, I'll not have trouble here.”

Sir is too kind a word for a man like him. He smirks at me; that sir bit gets them
every time. “Sir,” he echoes, adding a lisp to goad me.

I cringe when he pats my cheek. I hate him for doing this to me, to us. I hate them
all.

Leaning close, he lowers his voice until it’s just a raspy whisper and tells me,

“Don’t worry, kid. I don’t go for the boys.”
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Thank God. I've had men like him, men who barreled into me because they just
wanted release and they didn’t care if it was me or Delia, and I did it protect her from
them.

McBane’s the one who's scarred my back. He likes the sight of my blood when
he comes, he’s sick like that. I just close my eyes and disappear when it happens, I'm
not alive at that moment, I don’t exist. I learned long ago how to cancel myself out of
this world, with its hate and bigotry and hurt, and if it keeps men like this away from
Delia, then it's worth it to me.

But he’s not interested in just another fuck. He wants her, I can see it in his eyes,
the way he studies me for a moment, my face, my lips, then glances over at her and his
grin widens. He wants her. When he starts around the counter, I tell him, “I'll have to
ask you to leave, sir.”

My words don’t faze him. “Delia—"

That'’s as far as I get before she pushes through the door to the back and runs, I
can hear her bare feet on the stairs, she’s probably grabbed Maeve’s hand and is
dragging her along. At the top of the stairs, she’ll bolt the door to the attic we share and
she’ll be safe, he can’t break through that. Then he’ll come back after me.

Only he doesn’t get that far. He doesn’t even make it through the door, still
swinging from Delia’s hasty retreat, when a soft, deadly voice says, “Sit your ass down,
Tarn. You heard the man.”

It’s their leader who spoke, the one with the scars across his nose and the eyes
like quicksilver; he’s glaring at his friend as if he can drop him with that look alone.
Tarn scowls at me like this is my fault, and the others have stopped laughing. This isn’t
funny anymore. “Coby,” Tarn growls. “You said —”

“I said sit your ass down.” Coby speaks slowly as he fixes Tarn with that stare.
Knocking me aside, Tarn crosses the room in two steps to tower over Coby where he
sits, but Coby doesn’t flinch. The third regulator at the table frowns into a glass of water
and doesn’t look up.

I expect something dramatic now, something loud and destructive that will tear
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through my small diner with the force of a whirlwind and leave us to pick up the pieces
when echoes from the last of the motorbikes have faded into the distance. I've seen that
all too often before — after a while, the paint doesn’t cover as much as it should.

But something passes between these men, something I don’t quite catch, even
though I'm watching Coby openly. I'm fascinated by his hard eyes and can’t look away.
Part of me doesn’t want to, and I know that’s horrible, he’s nothing but trash like the
others, another McBane in the making and they’re just trouble, the whole lot of them.

For a heart-stopping moment, nothing happens, nothing at all. Then Tarn sinks
back into his seat, grumbling under his breath words I can’t quite catch, and Coby
glances at me. My knees go weak and I want to sink into the floor, just let him have
whatever it is he wants and go, please just go.

“If she’ll come back out,” he says in that same soft voice, seductive and
dangerous, “he’ll apologize.”

Tarn glowers across from him like that’s the last thing he’s about to do, but I
know Delia, she’ll not be down until these men are gone.

“That’s alright.” Now my voice cracks, and someone sniggers. It's enough to pink
my cheeks and I duck down to pick up Delia’s order pad to hide the blush that colors
my face. I have to clear my throat twice before I manage to ask, “She took your orders?”

Coby nods at the other man at his table, prompting him to mumble, “A burger
all the way. Make it two.”

Tarn mutters, “Same.”

I scribble as fast as I can, I want to get out of here, away from these men and the
tension suspended over them like fire ready to fall. When I turn to Coby, he’s watching
me again. I hate the way his eyes make my fingers tremble. “What about you? What can
I get for you, sir?”

It’s that sir again, I know I shouldn’t humor them but my da taught me better
than that. Sir the devil, son, he used to say. If he tips his hat, you say how do, you were raised
with manners and just “cause no one else has ‘em don’t mean you have to forget yours.

I feel the familiar lump rise in the back of my throat, the hitch that always comes
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up when I think of my da and the way things were before the attacks, before the city fell
to ruins and people went bad. I'm about to ask for the order again when Coby smiles —
a real smile, something I haven’t seen on a man like him in a long time —and he asks,
“What do you got here that’s good?”

Tarn smirks like he knows what the kid’s asking, but I'm ignoring that,
remember? So I rattle off the menu from memory, burgers and hoagies and dives, the
soup of the day that’s still cooking in the back, the meats we have in the fridge. I stare at
a spot on the wall as I talk, above the window so I can pretend I don’t see the way this
Coby’s gaze trails down my body, as blatant as Tarn’s advances on Delia.

When he doesn’t choose something I start to flounder, repeat the more popular
menu items, and he interrupts me. “What do you suggest?”

I look into those eyes and my mind goes blank.

I know what he wants, it’s written plainly across his face, I've seen that look a
hundred times from regulators passing through here, wild men just like him. I'm
surprised he hasn’t made an offer yet, or grabbed my ass, or hell, just thrown me on the
table, have his men hold me down while he shoves into me like others have done
before.

But he hasn’t said anything yet, maybe I'm reading him wrong. I suggest you
leave, I want to say. Just take your gang of hooligans and hit the road, find some other Ma and
Pa place to rattle tonight.

I'm not that bold —whatever courage I had earlier is gone now, fled upstairs with
Delia. Without her I lose my strength, and in a low voice I mutter, “The burgers are
good. Everyone else is getting them.”

“I'm not everyone else.”

Oh fuck. The last thing I need is to piss him off after he’s reined in his men. “The
soup, then, though it’s not quite done—"

He waves dismissively. “A burger’s fine.”

Across from him, Tarn laughs, releasing some of the tension that’s built between

the two men. Don’t ask me about soft buns, I pray, scribbling down another burger on the
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order pad. Don’t say anything else, please.
Someone must be listening to me tonight, because one of the regulators at the
other table calls out to Coby and suddenly I'm not there anymore, I don’t exist for them.
Without another word, I hurry around the counter to the back. I push through
the door, let it swing shut behind me, and refuse to glance over my shoulder when I

swear I can feel him watching me again.

* %k *x

Delia doesn’t come back down—1I don’t blame her. She knows the routine.

When we have regulators in the main room, I don’t want her near them, and
she’s more than happy to stay in the kitchen. Thing is, these men sniff her out like dogs.
They howl for want of a soft body beneath them, someone they can force their way into
and now Maeve’s of an age where they’re starting to notice her, too.

I'd rather the both of them stay out of sight when men like this ride in, scaring
off our usual customers and looking for trouble. Can’t they stick to the Outlands and
leave those of us left in the cities to die in peace?

When I tell her to run, Delia listens. She races up the stairs that curve above the
kitchen into the attic space, bolts the door, and waits for me to come up behind her. She
knows what it is I do; what I go through to protect her.

The first time she heard my cries she crept downstairs only to find me lying
bloodied and beaten on the floor, discarded like a broken toy tossed aside by a careless
child. She held me in her arms and wept, whispered that I didn’t have to do it, I didn’t
have to let them do it to me, I could’ve hidden with her and let them just go about their
way. Then she stitched up what she could, put salve on the rest, helped me up the stairs
and into my narrow bunk and told me it didn’t have to be this way. “We'll find
someone to help us,” she promised.

I didn’t have the strength or the energy to ask her who she had in mind. There

are no superheroes, no one to police this lawless world —all that we have left is each
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other. I do this for her. She’s my little sister, and the only family I have.

When I could find the words, I told her what our da said, right after the first
attacks leveled most of the city. I was what, eight? And he took me aside to tell me he
had to go. There’s a war going on, son, he said then, as if I was too young to notice the
men who disappeared from our community, shipped off in camouflage trucks. I can’t
shoot and I don’t have it in me to kill, you know 1I'm against fighting of any sort. But I've got
family to think of. Sometimes what you have to do is the only thing you can do, and shit on what
you want. You'll get by, remember that. As long as you got someone else to think of, you'll
manage to get by.

I have Delia to think of, and she has Maeve. We'll manage to get by.

I

I stay behind the counter while the regulators eat; keeping an eye on the time as I
wipe out the coffee and tea pots, refill the salt, restock the ice. That I save for last, I'm
not looking forward to it—1I have to climb up on one of the bar stools, haul a bucket of
frozen cubes above the soda jerk, dump it in the unit and lean over into the cooler to
settle the chunks.

When I'm up on the stool and have to bend down for the bucket, I hear the first
wolf whistle. One of the regulators says I have a tight ass, someone else says he wants
to sink his teeth into it, tear me open and eat me up and that starts the laughter again.
I've heard this talk before. I have scars, too, in places I'd rather not think about, from
men like these.

When I dump the ice, the sound covers their talk but only briefly. Then I'm
leaning into the cooler and I can feel them staring at me. I hear more laughter, the
scrape of a chair pushed back from a table. Now it starts.

I think of my da telling me I'll get by, the sharp sting of his aftershave still
poignant in my mind after all these years. Here’s where I disappear.

Coby’s voice cuts through the laughter like a knife, surprising me. “Sit down.”
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“Aww, Coby,” one of his men starts.

Silence. I straighten up, turn around slowly on the stool, unsure of what's
happening. A young boy stands halfway between the tables and the counter—a
nondescript kid with a shock of yellow hair that begs for a comb, watery eyes that
remind me of puddles and a chipped tooth like a fang in the front of his mouth, that I
see when he licks his lips.

He’s dressed like the others, dirty jeans and a ratty leather jacket, the sleeves torn
off and thrown away long ago, and he can’t be but seventeen, if that. But he carries a
rusty blade in one hand and his other curls into a fist. He’s gauging how far away I am
and trying to figure out if he’ll be able to bring me down before Coby can stop him. I
don’t know why Coby would do that, what he’s planning for me himself, but if it keeps
this punk away...

“Ravid,” Coby warns.

The kid takes another step toward me. I catch the way Tarn looks at Coby two
seconds before the room explodes around us in a rush of men. Tarn wraps one thick
arm around Ravid’s neck, pulls back until I'm sure it'll pop and the knife the kid wields
clatters uselessly to the floor as he claws at Tarn, struggling to breathe. One man dives
for the floor, knocking Ravid’s legs out from beneath him, another pins his arms down,
a third sits on his legs to keep them from lashing out.

Only Coby remains seated, still chewing his burger with a thoughtful expression
on his face. He glances up at me and I'm not sure if that’s the hint of a smile or not. I
don’t know what it is I see glistening in his eyes, but my legs are like water, ready to
run out beneath me, and I sink to the bar stool gratefully. Do I thank him? Does he
expect something in return?

I'll find out soon enough. When Ravid stops thrashing about, the men help him
up, joking and laughing as they dust him off like this isn’t the first time things have
gone this far. Tarn ruffles the kid’s hair, tells him to stop thinking with the wrong head,
like he’s one to talk.

Ravid glares at me balefully. He still wants to take me on. I see the lust
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smoldering in his eyes and have to turn away so he won't see just how terrified he
makes me.

I can handle men. I know how to close my eyes and vanish from the things they
do to me, leave my body behind like a hollow shell and let them do with it what they
please. I can deal with fists and nails and teeth, and I've had to put up with cigarette
burns before, broken beer bottles, razor blades once, so sharp I almost didn’t feel the
cuts they left until I saw the blood well up beneath the skin.

But that knife he’s carrying, that scares me, and the way he ignored Coby, that
terrifies me, because these regulators answer to their leader if no one else. Look at Tarn,
he gave up on Delia when Coby told him no. None of McBane’s men will touch me,
they know he won’t go for it. If Ravid’s not listening to the guy in charge, chances are
he’s the type to take no prisoners, and there won’t be enough of me to stitch back
together again once he’s through.

The regulators file out into the night, their laughter trailing behind them. Tarn
keeps a strong hand on Ravid’s back, keeps him from turning around at the last minute
and rushing me. The only one to stay behind is Coby —1I figured as much.

He waits until the door closes on the last of his men before he pushes away from
the table and stands, not looking my way. I watch him approach the counter, digging in
his pocket for a battered wallet, the leather held together with rubber bands to keep
things from falling out. Not that there’s much inside —he opens it up on the counter,
riffles through the few bills in there, frowns slightly and asks, “What's it gonna be?”

I'm surprised he’s paying. Most regulators try to talk me into giving them a tab,
which I try not to do because that’s an open invite right there to come back and that’s
the last thing I want. But it's quiet in here now, the noise from his men trapped outside
beyond the window panes, and he hasn’t raised his voice at me, hasn’t touched me, and
there’s something to be said for that. Another time and place, he might be just a normal
boy on the other side of my counter, paying for a meal.

This close I see he’s about my height, maybe a few inches taller, and he’s my

build, too, though more muscle than me, not as filled out in some places, bulkier in
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others. Those eyes are like silver dollars winking in the lights overhead, and the scars
across his nose just add to his boyish air. I wonder who he’d be in a different world, if
he’d still be this soft-spoken, this polite. I watch his fingers as he toys with the cash—he
has big hands, with scuffed knuckles and scraped palms, and I wonder if they’re as
deceiving as the rest of him. If they’re as soft, as gentle, as his voice when he prompts,
“Sir?”

Sir. It's the sir that makes me undercharge him, I decide, not his hands or his
voice or his eyes. “Five’s fine,” I tell him, taking the offered bill and turning away.
“Have a good night.”

He doesn’t leave. Instead he leans on the counter, stares at my mouth and says,
“We need a place to stay.”

Here it is then, what I've been expecting since they walked through that door.
The proposition. Let me fuck you and I'll keep the men away from your sister, that’s what
those words mean. Bend over and we won’t trash your place. I've heard it all before. How
could I even think he might be someone different?

My voice hardens. “There’s a boarding house down the street. Kyla’s. She’s got
extra rooms in the back, don’t let her try and tell you she doesn’t.”

He watches as I wipe down the counter. It doesn’t need cleaning. It’s just
something to do to keep from meeting his steady gaze. He's trying to get a bead on me,
I know he is, and as long as I don’t look at him, he can’t really pin me down in his mind.
Go on, I plea silently, feeling him watch my every move, the circular motion of my hand
as I rub the counter, the muscles in my arms flexing. Go on, don’t say another word. You
said you weren't like everyone else, remember? So prove it already. Just say goodnight and go.

I should have known better. So he has pretty eyes, so what? So he has manners
and a nice smile and a soft voice. He’s still a regulator, he’s still one of them, those men
who ride through this war-torn wasteland and control what's left.

“You don’t get my drift,” he says in that damnably quiet voice of his, and then,
when I don’t reply, he wants to know, “That girl? What did you call her, Delia?”

Involuntarily my hand closes into a tight fist, a gesture he doesn’t miss. “Who's she to
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you?”

“My sister,” I tell him through clenched teeth. “I'll not have your men stay the
night—"

“Just me,” he corrects.

Yes, that’s what I thought. Now I look up and I see the hunger in his eyes, the
lust, the need, and damn it the hell, I was right all along. I don’t realize there’s a part of
me that hoped he might prove different until I feel my heart twist angrily in my chest.
Fuck him. “I guess I can’t really say no, can I?”

He shrugs.

No would be stupid, no would dissolve this civil discussion into a brutal rape, no
would send Tarn up the back stairs for Delia and Ravid in here with his knife.

I can’t say no. That’s not even an option.

I let this kid have his way, a quick fuck and a bed, and it’s over with. He might
smack me around a bit but I'm not thinking of me anymore. I've been hit before. I'm
thinking of the girls upstairs. I'll get by as long as I think of them.

Touching my hand, he trails one finger down an old scar that’s healed crooked
along my thumb, more of McBane’s handiwork, when I made the mistake once of trying
to shield myself from his blows. “I'm gentle,” he murmurs, tracing the scar. “I'll not
hurt you, I promise.”

That’s something I've never heard before, and the faint press of his skin against
mine rouses my blood in a way I'm not sure I like. I don’t like it, I tell myself, I won’t. But
when he looks at me with those mercurial eyes, I find that I can’t look away, and his
hand covers mine with an unexpected warmth that surprises me.

“One night, sir,” he says. There’s that sir again. “That’s all I'm asking.”

One night. And he’s asking so sweetly, too, like there’s nothing else at stake here,
we're just two boys looking to find something together, and that’s not the way it is, not
at all.

He’s not even asking, not really —I say no and this whole charade, this whole

pretense, is over. He signals to his friends and they come back in, hold me down, he
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takes what he wants anyway. That gentle crap is just another lie.

But his hand on mine is softer than I imagined it would be, his touch is gentle,
and he holds his breath as if I might actually say no after all. I stare into his depthless
eyes and think I've had worse. A lot worse.

And it keeps Delia safe...I pull my hand out from under his and attack the counter
with renewed vigor, hating the small part of me that is almost looking forward to a
tender touch, sex without pain or blood, sex with him. “Fine,” I say, defeated.

If it keeps his men away from Delia, then fine.

* kh k%

When he leaves to tell his men to ride on, I have half a mind to lock the door
behind him and rush up the stairs, but I don’t dare. Fifteen minutes, thirty at the most,
and it'll all be over. I can hold out that long. And if he’s gentle, a voice inside whispers, a
voice I try to stifle and can’t, if he keeps his word and doesn’t hurt me, then maybe it'll be
worth it.

It won’t be—I won't let it be.

He’s the same as McBane, just wants someone warm beneath him when he
comes, something more than the lonely road and his hand or another hardened
regulator. He wants someone soft, that’s it, and it’s just me tonight because I got the
luck of the draw. Maybe he liked the way the light fell from my windows out into the
street, I don’t know, but he saw me and wanted a taste, so he held his men back when
one went for Delia and the other came at me. He’s worked me into a corner now. I can’t
say no. If I do, he’ll release his grip and send the wolves in here to tear us apart.

So he’s got soft hands and a nice smile, so what?

McBane talks sweet when it suits him, but only after I'm bruised and sore, only
after I've given up. Then he strokes my back, tracing the scars he put there, and he tells
me how good I am, like I care. One more time, he’ll say, just when I don’t think I can take

it again. His fingers are deceptively gentle when he’s trying to get me to respond,
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rimming around and around until I could scream from the touch. Is your sister as tight as
you are? I should like to find out.

At least this Coby kid hasn’t made any threats like that, not yet.

Alone, he comes back in from the night amid rude laughter. He slides into a
corner booth, watches as I bolt the door behind him. Outside the motorbikes come alive,
the roar of their engines easily mask his friends” lewd comments. I pretend I don’t see
the gestures they make when they look my way. I pull the shades, turn off the signs,
and wipe down the tables and chairs. “It'll be a few minutes,” I tell him, just to fill the
silence that stretches between us.

“It's okay.”

I feel his gaze like a hand on my body, roaming down my back, around the curve
of my ass, over my hips. He stares openly at me and my skin feels hot, too tight, dry as
tinder beneath the flame of a match.

I pray Delia doesn’t venture down here before he’s gone. She doesn’t need to see
me like this, objectified in his presence.

When I get to where he sits, he watches my hand rub over the table top with a
slight frown on his face, an expression I can’t quite read. I studiously ignore him,
scrubbing the table harder than I need to, steeling myself for what’s coming when I've
tinished cleaning up.

It surprises me when he touches my wrist and asks softly, “What’s your name?”

A million different things flit through my mind and are gone. Lies, pseudonyms,
all the things I've used to answer that question before in the past. It's his fingers on my
flesh, though, his thumb smoothing over the bump at the base of my thumb where the
bone never quite healed properly, it’s that tender touch that makes me whisper, “Dae.”

“Dae.” The way he says my name, it sounds exciting and new, like an elusive
word caught on the tip of my tongue that I couldn’t seem to remember before. “That’s
short for?”

He doesn’t need to know, but before I can stop myself, I'm giving him my birth

name. I should just shut up now. “Daelyn.” I pull away from the table and him. “I'm
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almost through here.”

As I turn, he nods and I hear my name again, beneath his breath.

I busy myself with the broom and sweep the floor, rough and fast so we can get
this over with already. He’s unnerving, to say the least. Hasn’t touched me really, hasn’t
grabbed my ass or pulled me into his lap or felt me up.

McBane doesn’t even wait for his men to leave some nights. When he’s been to
the Outlands and is looking for a fuck, he’ll have his dick in hand and pump it good
while he shoots the shit with whatever regulator’s the last to leave. Sex is just power to
him, he uses it to control whoever he can, and he doesn’t care who knows it. It's how he
keeps his men in check, the same way I use it to keep him away from Delia.

Trouble is, he’s just as free with his fists, and I try not to imagine what’ll happen
when he finally goes too far, cuts too deep, leaves me for dead; who’ll watch out for her
then? Who'll keep her safe?

I won’t think about that.

I stack the chairs up on the tables, then run a mop across the floor, just enough to
wet the cracked linoleum. I should empty the register but I won’t, not until he leaves.
Hopefully he’ll get his fill and slink off to join the rest of his gang before morning. I
don’t want to wake with him beside me. It's bad enough I'll have him in me, on me,
splattered across my skin and staining my sheets.

When I realize I'm just stalling for time, I untie the apron from around my waist
and pull it off over my head. “Come on,” I tell him, balling the apron up in my fists,
tossing it aside.

He stands slowly, stretches like a cat, reaching for the ceiling and his shirt pulls
free from the front of his torn jeans, exposing a tan, flat stomach, a black design tattooed
around his belly button.

I push through the door into the kitchen, let it swing shut behind me —1I don’t
turn to see if he follows, but he does. I hear the door creak as he enters, hear it hit the
jamb when it closes after him.

I don’t take him upstairs —no one goes up there with me, just the girls. My bed
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has never known another body but mine and I plan on keeping it that way. I need
something to myself, some place to call my own.

Instead, I lead him to a cabinet beneath the steps, a narrow door that opens on a
crammed storage closet, barely wide enough for the cot I've placed inside. One person
crowds the room; two’s almost claustrophobic. There’s a small table beside the cot, one
oil lamp and a book of matches on top, Delia’s kit of gauze underneath.

The sheets on the cot are washed out and worn in spots so the pinstriped
mattress shows through, and the two pillows at one end are bare and soiled. My blood,
that’s what discolors them, spilled from McBane’s touch. The dark stains on the
mattress are also mine — despite the low lighting I still see them, and I can remember
each blow, each cut, each wound torn into me. I close my eyes and can still see the
blood. I hate this room.

Coby sits on the edge of the cot and I have to lean across him to light the lamp.
Once the wick catches, I shake out the match and close the door, locking us into this
cramped space. Without looking at him, I pull my shirt off, up over my head, feeling the
familiar sense of disbelief settle over me and numb my mind.

I'm not here, I tell myself. I'm not doing this. I'm eight again and safe, in the
backyard of the house where we used to live, when we called it living. This is where I
go when I disappear, back to a time before the war, before all this.

My fingers find the buckle of my belt on their own, unbutton my jeans, push the
thin denim down to the floor, and in my mind I see my da pruning back the branches of
a spindly dogwood. He has a deep voice that still echoes through me after all these
years. It'll only grow if you cut it back, son.

Hooking my thumbs into the waistband of my boxers, I pull them down to my
ankles, then kick them away. You sacrifice the limbs you don’t really need so that the rest can
bloom.

I stand undressed before Coby, unashamed, compliant, gone. I'm not here, this is
just a hollow shell, my body waiting for him. Waiting.

“Turn around,” he commands.
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I obey.

He sits on the bed and studies me, the bruises on my hip where McBane hit me
with a bottle when he came by last week, the cigarette burns along the inside of my
arm, the scars...

When Coby’s hand touches the small of my back, where the skin’s raised from
wounds that will never fully heal, the touch is so kind, so unlike anything else I've ever
felt before that it wrenches me back into the present, into this tiny room where I'm
naked and cold. Warm fingers tentative and unsure trace the patterns that scar my back
and buttocks.

I hold my breath, almost afraid to let it out and shatter this sudden tenderness.

Behind me I hear the creak of springs and then Coby’s hands slip up my back,
around my waist, over my arms as he stands. “Who did this to you?” he whispers, so
low that I might have imagined the words.

He turns me around and I don’t like the incredulous anger I see in his eyes, the
harsh frown on his lips. When he looks at me, demanding an answer, I don’t know
what to say.

His hands are strong on my chest. He thumbs the crescent-shaped scar that
curves beneath one nipple, another McBane trademark. I can’t meet his gaze anymore. I
can’t bear to see the pain in those silver eyes, so I look down past the thick hair curled at
my groin. I just want this over with already.

He hasn’t hurt me, no, but I can’t take much more of this compassion. I'm not
used to it, I don’t know how to reply. When his arms envelop me, I close my eyes and
stand still, let him pull me close, hold me. I don’t know what else to do.

Finally, my body responds to his, my arms come up around his waist hesitantly,
my hands fist into his shirt. I've never been held like this before — there’s nothing sexual
in it, nothing blatant or demanding, nothing mean. I close my eyes and bury my face in
his shoulder, I could get used to this if I'm not careful.

“I'm sorry,” he murmurs, over and over again, as if these scars, these wounds,

are his fault. His hands are soothing, his body warm against mine. “I'm so sorry.”
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I pull away and he lets me go.

“Lie down.”

I do as he says, lying on my stomach on the thin cot because that’s usually what
these regulators want. I feel each spring poke into me through the mattress, and the
sheets feel dry and cold against my naked skin. My arms are trapped beneath my
stomach, my ass an invitation. I watch the desire rise up in him again as he gets
undressed, a sense of dread filling my body at his nakedness.

His leather jacket is tossed on the floor. The mesh shirt he wears, the tank top
beneath it, thrown aside. The jeans shucked off, the boots kicked away, the boxers gone
until he’s naked, too.

Coby’s flesh is inked with Oriental characters I can’t read, artistic lines knotted
together, images that cover his body like the scars on mine. Low on his belly, a cross is
tattooed into the flat muscle, pointing down to the patch of light hair kinked around a
reddening erection. He’s already hard, that doesn’t surprise me. That’s the reason he’s
here.

For a moment he looks at me on the bed and then at the wooden steps that come
out of the ceiling above me, the underside of the stairs leading to the attic space.
McBane just fucks on his knees, thrusting into me with his hands on the lowest step to
keep from knocking his head into it. I can arch up a little, if it'll help, but I don’t offer
and Coby doesn’t ask.

Instead he leans over the lamp, the light licking his dusky skin gold, and blows
out the wick. Tiny embers burn bright before fading into nothing. Around me the room
seems to open up in the darkness. When I can’t see the walls, they stretch out forever.

Here it comes. The bed shifts as he kneels beside me and I tense up, every muscle
in my body. I shouldn’t because it hurts more that way but I can’t help it.

He crawls over me, straddles my legs, and I feel the cool tip of his cock brush
against my buttocks before he’s lying down beside me, naked and smooth and warm.
One hand strokes my back, his fingers playing down my spine from my neck to my

tailbone and back again, and his lips are inches from my ear, his breath tickles along my
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neck, he’s so close and barely touching me, how is that possible? “Relax.” He strokes
me, gentle. He said he was gentle, didn’t he?

I stare into the darkness and wait while he pets my skin, trying to put me at ease.

I've never had anyone do this before, regulator or not. I tremble beside him, my
whole body aches, just please, I pray, even though I'm not sure what it is I'm asking for
here. Relief maybe, or release, I don’t know. Please —

“I'm not going to hurt you.” His words are just shapes his mouth makes against
my ear. “I promise.”

I hate that I'm shivering, it’s so cold in this room and he’s so hot against me.
“Just do it and get it over with,” I whisper.

“Do what?”

As if he doesn’t know.

Damn him. When [ start to answer, though, he leans against me, the hard
thickness at his crotch pressing into my thigh, and kisses the corner of my mouth.
Turning away, I rub the damp imprint of his lips on my pillow. “Not there.”

“Why not?” His arm curves around my hip to pull me closer.

I don’t answer. Not my lips, they're still mine. Unmarked, unscarred, mine.

McBane doesn’t even touch them. He’s not one for kissing, and he can yank my
hair all he wants, rip it out like he’s done before, but he can’t force me to blow him.

I won’t.

I have to save something for myself. I have to hold onto one thing, if nothing
else. Let them fuck me, let them touch me, beat me, bruise me, hurt me, sex me, I don’t
care, but these kisses are mine, these lips, this mouth, mine.

How can I explain that? How can I hope that he’ll understand there’s still a part
of me they haven’t managed to defile?

He rests his head next to mine, his breath steady and even in my ear. “It’s okay.
Can you back up against me? Like this?” He rolls me over on my side and pulls me
back until my body spoons against his, his nipples biting into my shoulder blades, his

dick hard against the crack in my ass. He reaches down towards the foot of the cot for
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the threadbare afghan folded there, drapes it over our bodies to ward off the night’s
chill. Then his arms slip around my waist to hug me tight, his hands easing between my
legs to cradle my balls. There are scars there, too, tiny marks that sting when he touches
them, but his palms are soft and warm and he’s not squeezing, not feeling me up, not
thrusting into me so I can let him hold me if he wants.

“There,” he murmurs, kissing the nape of my neck. “Relax, Dae. This is as bad as
it gets, okay? This is all I want to do. I'm not going to hurt you, believe me, please.”

I want to. All of a sudden, here in the tiny closet beneath the stairs, I want to
believe him. I want these arms around me, I want this innocent intimacy. It makes me
sad in a way I never thought I'd be for something I didn’t know I needed or missed.
When he kisses me again, the tension fades from my muscles and I melt into the bed,

into him, and finally manage to disappear.

* k k%K

I don’t like to stay long after the sex if I can help it. McBane starts to snore before
he’s even pulled out of me most nights, and if I'm not too badly beaten, I drag myself
upstairs, tend to my wounds the best I can, wash him off before collapsing on my own
bed. That’s if 'm conscious when he’s through.

If I'm not, I'll wake sometime in the night to find he’s already gone, leaving me
on sheets stained with my own blood. Once or twice, when it was very bad, he woke
Delia before he left, hollered up the stairs to her, told her come down and sew me back
together again. That's what she said. At any rate, I don’t remember it.

But here, now, Coby’s arms are strong and comforting and when I rouse myself
awake, I'm surprised to see bright morning light slanting in through the window above
the cot. For long minutes I stare at the sun where it cuts across the ashy and faded door.
I savor the warm flesh pressed against mine, arms around my waist, hands on my
groin, Coby’s face buried in the space between my shoulder blades where angels have

wings. His breath fans my skin like kisses, and I don’t want to move and spoil this
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moment.

I've never felt this way before —I haven't felt this safe in a long time. Right now
nothing else matters; the diner, the regulators, the world itself is gone. It’s just me and
him and this cot beneath us that creaks when he shifts behind me, settling his body
closer to mine.

I hear the faint chink of pots out in the kitchen and wonder what time it is.
Delia’s up and she’s probably already checked my bed, knows I didn’t sleep in it last
night. She’s just waiting for this door to open so she can come in and pick up the pieces.

Only it was different last night, wasn’t it? He’s not like everyone else, he didn’t
fuck me; he didn’t bite or punch or cut. He just held me, that was all, he’s still holding
me, and for the first time ever I don’t feel the rush of shaking him off, I don’t feel dirty
or unclean or soiled, I don’t feel used. I almost don’t want to wake him up and have this
end.

But it must be getting late. I hear Maeve’s voice beyond the door; she’s talking
low so she won't wake us. Delia’s reply is short and curt. I can’t make out the words but
I know she’s angry. She hates that I do this, that I have to do this.

He’s different. I carefully roll onto my back so I won’t disturb Coby too much. He
mumbles something I can’t understand, pulls away long enough for me to get
comfortable, and then snuggles up to me again, the rasp of his hands on my chest
muffled by the afghan covering our bodies. In the morning light, he looks much
younger than I originally thought, his skin unlined, just a scruff of hair beginning to
take hold along the curve of his jaw. The scars over his nose actually lend a rough
boyishness to him, they make the rest of him look perfect —dark lashes that curl like a
girl’s, untamed eyebrows, hollows in his cheeks, full lips.

Tentatively, I brush my thumb across his lower lip. It’s so incredibly soft, I can’t
begin to imagine how it'd feel pressed against my mouth. Just thinking that sends a
thrill through me. That thought scares me and I pull away. I don’t need to think shit like
that. He’s a regulator, like all the others. I have to keep that in mind —he’s just like all
the rest.
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When I flip the afghan off my legs and start to get out of bed, Coby’s hands
tighten around me. “Don’t,” he says, his voice low and clear, as if he’s been awake this
whole time. “Lay here a minute.”

“I've been lying here.” But it’s not much of an argument. The air is colder than I
thought it would be, so I pull the afghan back over me and hate the way my body tries
to get closer to his. We fit together so easily.

He doesn’t speak, just stares at me, and I glance at him, at those silver eyes, and
look away. I feel like I should thank him for not hurting me, for keeping his promise,
but I can’t find the words. It'd just make this tender moment between us that much
more awkward. Ask him what he’s doing here in the city, a voice inside my head whispers.
Ask him how old he is, what Coby stands for, if he wants to come back. Jesus, Dae, don't let him
just slip away.

Before I can say anything, though, Delia bangs on the door. With a spoon,
perhaps, hand on her hip and face clenched, she’ll be pissed by now that I'm still in
here. She’s thinking this guy’s like McBane and she’s ready to come to my rescue.
“Dae!” she cries. “Are you—"

“I'm fine,” I call out. Coby’s watching me intently and I can’t meet that gaze so I
study the wooden steps, inverted above us.

The door knob rattles. “Open up. Is he still here? Dae, open up and let me in.”

“I'm fine.”

Coby fingers an old scar on my stomach. That one’s from when McBane threw a
lamp like the one on the table beside our cot. It shattered on the wall, rained hot oil and
glass down on me while he laughed. He’s a sick fucker. I don’t know what I ever did to
snag his attention, and if it wasn’t for Delia...

She’s waiting. “I'm fine, Dee, really.” I don’t think she believes it. “Give me a few
more minutes here, please.”

“Dae,” she starts.

God. I don’t want to have to spell it out, not with Coby right here. “Please.”

Please, Delia. Let me have this, please. “I'll be out shortly.”
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She doesn’t answer, but I hear her footsteps as she walks away. That'll buy us a
little while longer, at least. Eventually Coby’s men will show up looking for him, he
needs to be out of here by then, I realize that. I know this is nothing more than passing
time for either of us. Once that door opens, he’s gone, and I'll never know this again,
these arms around me, this intoxicating security, this freedom. So I want to hold onto it
for as long as I possibly can.

“Dae.” His voice is a whisper in my ear.

I turn to find myself trapped in that steady gaze, those eyes like headlights in the
night, freezing me in place. One hand comes up to stroke my cheek and I lean into the
touch, I'm going to miss this. The next time McBane comes to break me, I won’t need
my da to disappear —I'll have this, I'll go here.

With a shy smile, I tell him, “She’s just watching out for me.” He nods, presses
his lips against my shoulder, and I feel the need to explain. “She thinks...” I'm unsure
of how much I want to tell him.

“I know.” His hands fill in what he doesn’t say —he touches the scars on my
chest, one nipple almost X-ed out completely where it'll never quite heal. He hasn’t
asked me about the marks again. I don’t know what exactly I'll tell him if he does.
McBane, I'll say. It’s the truth. That man has tried his hardest to tear me apart.

But Coby’s hands are nothing like McBane’s. Coby’s are more tender, more sure,
and he touches me as if I'm fragile, like he thinks I might break. That's what makes me
want to give him something more, some part of me to remember. My blood surges at
the thought, my stomach flutters, my groin aches sweetly and when I look at him, his
brow creases to see the sudden lust in my eyes, a mirror of the hunger I sensed in him
last night. “We can have sex,” I offer. “If you want.”

It sounds strange to actually say it. I've never had to use the word before. With
other regulators, with McBane, it was always understood, this is what they were going
to do to me. The hurt and the pain, those were extra. The blood was just an added thrill
for them. It was all about the sex, and sticking it to me, and getting off in me, on me,

from me. They like my ass, they look at me and just know I'll do anything to keep them
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from Delia so they ravage me and I let them, and they come back for more.

No matter how badly they’ve hurt me before, it’s never enough for them, they
always want more. When I'm with one of them, it’s not passion, it’s not fun for me.
Even if I don’t fight back —I can’t, that'll just make it worse —it’s still rape. It’s still them
taking something from me. Something I don’t want to give. Something I'll never get
back.

So I'm not sure how I'm supposed to feel right now. This desire that rushes
through my body and hardens my cock, that terrifies me. I don’t know where it’s
coming from. I've never enjoyed sex, never, but suddenly I look at this boy beside me
and think it might be nice to feel him above me.

He’s a regulator, I remind myself as he stares at my chin, my mouth. You can’t
forget that. Whatever you think it might be when he fucks you, it’s just sex to him, you can’t
pretend it’s not. There’s a half dozen other guys just like you, scattered in hovels all through the
city and Outlands, guys he shacks up with for a night and they’ve all been misled by his hands,
his eyes. Don't you fall for that, too.

He hasn’t answered me yet, and the silence that stretches between us has grown
awkward, uncomfortable. I move away from him, I should get up now, Delia’s waiting.
Did I actually offer to have sex with him? My cheeks grow hot. What was I thinking? “I
didn’t mean—"

His strong hands on my waist keep me in the bed beside him. I lie back and he
crawls on top of me, straddles my legs, looks down at me and smiles. Beneath those
scars, his mouth is wide and beautiful. “You're all about getting out of this bed, aren’t
you?” he asks, with a playful tone in his voice that makes me laugh. Then he starts to
stroke my abdomen, his fingers twining through the coarse hair at my crotch, brushing
over my stiffening dick, the lightest of touches like gossamer spider webs or half-spun
dreams, and somewhere between his smile and his hand on me, I'm lost. Damn him.

Taking my budding erection in both hands, he rubs it between his palms,
watching my face closely to see how I react to what he does.

I resist, I never let them see I like it because I never do...but I can’t deny the soft
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touch, the pliant fingers, the way he strokes and kneads and caresses me until I can
hardly stand his hands on my body, the sensation is just too much. I didn’t know
anything could ever feel this good.

There’s a slight grin on his face, a sheen in his eyes that tells me he’s enjoying this
asmuch asI am

I shouldn’t give, I shouldn’t let myself lose control, I shouldn’t enjoy this but I do.
God, I do, and I can’t stop myself from arching up against him. I can’t stop the moan
that rises in my throat. I never thought I'd actually want someone as badly as I want
this man, this Coby. The way he’s holding me...I never knew a man could be so gentle,
so tender —I never knew hands like his could form anything other than pain.

I feel betrayed by my own body and hate myself when I thrust against him,
gripping his knees where they rest on either side of my hips. I hate my sharp intake of
breath when he squeezes my aching cock. I hate my gasp when he thumbs beneath my
balls and along scarred skin that somehow still manages to respond to his touch.

“Please,” I sigh, and it’s barely audible but it’s there. I said it. He has me begging.
I can’t believe I've let myself be brought to this. It’s his touch, his smile, the light in his
eyes that says this moment is all about me. There’s nothing in this for him, nothing to
get him off, but somehow, incredibly, he enjoys seeing me savor his ministrations.
Somehow, my pleasure is enough to bring him release.

My fingers dig into his thighs as he takes his own dick in one hand, strokes until
it’s hard and red, his other hand working me at the same time. Just when I don’t think I
can go much longer, I'm going to have to come, he presses our erections together,
encircles his hands around them both, thrusts into his palms with a rhythm I easily
match.

“Please,” I sob again. I want him so bad, I don’t even hear Delia on the other side
of the door when she knocks again with that spoon and calls my name. I sit up too
quickly and knock into the lowest step above me. “Shit!” I rub the top of my head,
angry at the sudden intrusion. “Delia! What the fuck? I told you I'd be right out—"

“Are you okay in there?” Concern laces her voice and makes me wonder just
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what time it is...how long have we been in here together? Not long enough.

God. “1 told you—" I start, and that’s as far as I get before Coby’s there, his hands
smoothing across my scalp, massaging the knot where I hit my head. I let him lay me
back to the pillows, my body still throbbing from his attentions.

When he presses his lips against my cheek, I have to pull away to keep from
turning to kiss him. I wonder what those lips taste like, that tongue...“I'm fine,” I
mutter, but I'm not sure who I'm trying to assure. Raising my voice, I call out, “Delia,
please, I'm fine.”

“Dae,” she says, upset. “Is he still here? Can’t you at least open the door just a
little? Are you sure you're okay?”

I don’t want to open the door — then the real world will fall in between Coby and
me, distance us until he’s nothing but a regulator again and I'm just a guy trying to eke
out a living in one of the back alleys of the city. As long as I don’t open that door, I can
pretend this intimacy between us isn’t something desperate and fleeting.

But she’s waiting. This time she doesn’t leave, I hear her breathing on the other
side of the door. It's so hard to think of words to assure her I'm fine when Coby’s
stroking me beneath the afghan again, his thumb rubbing a tender spot just beneath the
tip of my dick. I arch into his hand, close my eyes and rest my head against his
shoulder, he’s so warm and smells heavenly, musk and sweat and dust from the road
that mingle together in a heady man-scent that stirs me more than I like to admit.

Delia knocks on the door again, “Dae —"

She’s right, I have to end this, squash the moment before it blossoms between us
into something more. I'm not like this. I've resisted stronger men, harder men. I'm not
some gawky teenager crushing on the first boy to look my way. Still, it takes every
ounce of reserve I have to roll away, out of those arms, from under that touch, and my
body screams in protest when I kick the afghan off my legs.

Before I change my mind I sit up on the edge of the cot, plant my feet on the cold
hardwood floor, and snag my boxers from where they lie jumbled with the rest of my

clothes. “You should really get going,” I say, my voice thick.
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I don’t look over my shoulder at him, just busy myself with pulling my boxers on
one foot, then the other. I only asked McBane to leave once...that earned me skin sliced
to ribbons with razor blades, and McBane cackled at my audacity. I never dared ask
again.

But Coby doesn’t say anything, just presses his hand to my lower back. He’s
touching the scars there, from a belt McBane used, the leather torn into strips that
flayed my flesh as he rode me, whipped me like a horse —each time the belt strapped
across my back, he shoved in harder, faster. I was bloody and raw when he finally
came.

I hate those scars, all of them, the marks along my body that speak of the horror
of sex. I don’t look at myself if I can help it —there are no mirrors here, and I try not to
catch a glimpse of my reflection in the kitchen pots or the stainless steel counter tops.
Each scar aches with its own pain, its own memory.

They’re all the proof I've ever needed to convince myself I'm better off alone, the
nights I lie awake in my narrow bed and struggle against tears that I won't let fall. I
have my sister to look after. I don’t need anoth