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The group was unruly enough to catch Night's attention. He looked up from where he was measuring drinks for a cocktail, greyish-blue eyes narrowing to slits, and studied the newcomers. Five men, wearing black and denim, boots on their feet, chains dangling from front pockets to the back. They wore their hair long, some tied in ponytails away from their faces. Tattoos on hands, arms, necks, one had the number twelve across his chin, another proudly displayed an inverted cross on his forehead. Night smirked, his eyes seeking Locke's, who offered an equally sarcastic grin.

They sprawled about the bar, trying to call attention on themselves. It was Saturday night and the place was packed, all hands busy serving drinks. Eddie nodded their way, acknowledging the group, but it was Ace who reached them first.

“What can I serve you, gentlemen?” she asked, red hair tumbling down her back in intricate ringlets.

“A piece of that arse would be nice,” one of the boys offered, and they all laughed. 

Loudly. 

The sound grated on Night's ears. He searched for Locke once more, both frowning, the older man shaking his head minutely. A warning Night heeded to, for the time being.

“Another wise crack like that and I'll have security escort you off premises,” Ace replied, face stern. “Now, what can I get you to drink?”

They asked for beers, which she hurried serving, scooping the coins and banknotes as they threw them on the counter. One hand curled around her wrist, pinning her in place. Ace cocked her head to one side, a smile on her lips. The young man holding her down winced, suddenly unsure of himself. There was a cold detachment to the girl, an iciness in the eyes staring into his that somewhat jarred him. As if she wasn't afraid of him, although she was petite and looked fragile, sweet and vulnerable. Well, she didn't look vulnerable right now, did she?  

“I'd advise you to keep your hands to yourself, if you fancy maintaining use of them,” she whispered, and he let go.

Night couldn't look away though; his scowl glued to the youth, upper lip curled in what could almost be a snarl.

“Leave it,” Locke whispered in his ear, startling him.

He turned around, spilling vodka down the front of his t-shirt, and Locke took a step back.

“Don't. Ever. Do that,” Night growled. “Never sneak up on me again.”

Locke held up his hands in either capitulation or an apology. “Sorry. But I mean what I said. Leave it.” The menace in his voice could not be mistaken. 

Night nodded, turned his back on him and finished the cocktail he was mixing. “You're the boss.” 

Sensing Locke clear the space behind him, his shoulders relaxed slightly, his gut uncoiling. He could breathe again. With the same scowl upon his face, Night went back to study the group of young men, head shaking minutely with disgust for their behaviour. Loud, rude, entitled fucks, the lot of them. With their attitudes and their blades sorely hidden in pockets, with their drugs and their bikes, and their over-inflated egos. Why hadn't Marius barred them at the door? He usually didn't allow this kind of group in. It must have been the numbers, which seemed small. Night counted off heads until his eyes fell on the last member, who eyed him back.

The young man looked sorely out of place with the rest. Oh, he dressed the part, all right, black garments, long hair; he fit in with the others' looks, where it came to aesthetics alone. It was the attitude that didn't match. He was quiet, for once, unobtrusive. Had a lost look about him, as if he had no idea what he was doing here, or where he belonged. A shadow of fear lurked at the back of the eyes locking with Night's, eyes so blue they were like the sky on a summer’s day. Eyes that tugged at his core, filled with such empty hopelessness, devoid of spark, except for the transient flame that seemed to erupt inside the irises as their gazes met and held for more than a heartbeat.

A taught nerve lurched inside Night's stomach; he looked away, unable to keep up the stare. Chest locked, he found it hard to breathe, to focus, as if something long dormant had been stirred awake inside him. He wondered what it might be. It meant he needed a break, it was long overdue. But Ace beat him to it, stepping from behind the counter, holding up her hand to signal she wouldn't be two minutes. Probably needed to use the loo.

The group moved on from the counter, headed for the toilets. Night frowned again, his instincts on the alert. Gesturing to Eddie, he dashed after them, across the crowded dance floor into the dark corridor lit by flickering red lights. He caught the sound of Ace's boots before he saw her, caught the words one of the men said to her as they passed each other.

“Bitch,” he murmured, loud enough to be heard, though.

Ace refused to respond, and when she came out of the corridor, Night stood in the passage, barring her return to the bar.

“Did that fucker touch you?”

“You think? Wouldn't have his teeth, if he had.” She grinned, Night shook his head. 

He should know by now Ace was capable of defending herself, but she always looked so diminutive next to everyone else. So weak, so fragile. A helpless little girl, like most. Just another harmless woman.

Well, he, better than anyone, should know women were far from harmless. He, better than anyone, knew how hard a woman could be, how dangerous, too. As capable of inflicting harm as a very large, strong man. Ace had her knives and her training in martial arts, Eddie having provided her with that. She was far from helpless, and Night knew being a woman wasn't paramount to being weak. 

But he couldn't help himself, where it came to her. They worked and lived together; he'd always have her back. Nodding her off, he pushed hair from his face, the loose, blond strands tangling on his silver bracelet. He needed a break, all right, some water splashed over his face, a smoke, a drink. A couple of pills to take off the edge, perhaps. Needed a pee, too, and to make sure the nagging hunch at the back of his head was only just that: a nagging hunch. He moved on along the corridor.

Walking into the men's toilet, Night halted on his feet at the sight ahead of him.

And then he lost his head.
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Following the group - smaller than usual - to the nightclub, Rhodri stuck to Matt's side, knowing better than to step out of line. His gut tightened, dreading being inside, afraid of what expected him. He'd had a bad feeling all day, but knew he'd never be allowed to stay back. The bouncer eyed them up for what felt like a long time, Rhodri's heart thumping with hope they wouldn't be let in, but in the end, what with the entire group pretending to be on their best behaviour, he nodded them on. Rhodri's stomach sunk.

The music was loud, and not quite the genre they favoured. He wondered why Matt had insisted on this place, but as soon as he saw the uncontested leader of their gang study the place with narrowed, beady eyes, he understood. 

Matt was checking out competition, surely. Checking to see if this was a place he might do business. 

He followed the direction of his gaze, spotting some sketchy characters here and there, recognised the leather jacket on a girl's back as being from a rival gang, and his hands froze. This was claimed territory, then, and they could get in a lot of trouble just for being here. Even though none of them were wearing their customised denim vests, a couple of faces in his group were easily recognisable to members of other gangs.

They settled at the bar, leaning against the counter, Rhodri knowing better than to open his mouth. Matt sat next to him, and passed him a beer as soon as their drinks were served, leaning to his right to chat with Trent, his second in command. Leaving Rhodri to entertain himself by gazing at the collection of bottles behind the counter, playing his usual game of trying to name as many as he could. 

Before he could even start, his eyes fell on the bartender closest to where he sat, who also looked his way. Warmth travelled up Rhodri's face, a knot lodged at the base of his throat. He tried to gulp down his beer, found he couldn't, heart taking off on a wild stampede at the sight of the silver-blue eyes locked with his. He tried to smile, nothing came.

The man narrowed his eyes, threatening slits of lead as dangerous as bullets, as capable of inflicting harm. A different kind of harm, perhaps, for there was something behind the threat that belied it. A fire kindled there, a look so intense it sent goosebumps through Rhodri's entire back. They stared at each other for another split second, before the man broke contact and went back to his work, ignoring Rhodri. Who took in the sight or his rearside appreciatively, before realising Matt was staring his way. He faced him, biting his lower lip in dismay.

“Checking out the goods?” Matt inquired, hand inside the pocket of his biker's jacket. He flashed Rhodri a glimpse of a small bag of pills, an unspoken promise of release.

Momentary release, entailing a payment too high for what it afforded him. Rhodri broke into a sweat, hopeful it wouldn't come to that. But Matt nodded towards the back of the nightclub, where an overhead sign indicated the toilets. Rhodri pretended not to understand.

“Move it,” Matt said. “I can see it in your face, how you're in need of a quick fix. A couple of quick fixes, I'd say, so you don't forget your place. And I'm antsy, the boys are antsy, we need a bit of a release.” When Rhodri still didn't move, Matt slapped the side of his leg. “On your feet, now.” The menace in his voice could no longer be mistaken, and ignoring it would be dangerous.

Rhodri stood up, gulping down a moan, legs starting to shake. Cold sweat beaded his forehead, the palms of his hands, but he walked ahead of the group, Matt's fist at the small of his back. He tried to push his mind from what he knew was coming, focused on the song being played, to no avail. 

Buzz in his ears, stomach burning with acid, chest tightening in dread, Rhodri found himself disgusted with everything about him, from the dirty, matted hair on his head to the trainers he wore, falling apart on his feet. Falling apart, like his life, a metaphor for what he was. Used up, meaningless trash.

They passed a girl on their way to the toilets, red hair bouncing off her shoulders matching the flower pattern on her long dress. She looked ethereal and unreal, like a fairy from a parallel world, and Rhodri wished she was. A fairy who granted wishes, he could have wished himself away from what awaited him. One of them barked something at the girl, Rhodri failed to hear what, but Matt snapped back.

“Can it, Trent,” he said, voice rough with the hunger already filling him.

Rhodri closed his eyes and took a deep breath, knowing this one would be rough, more painful than most times. Knowing this one would probably leave him bleeding and unable to walk or sit comfortably for a few days. He clenched his fists and wished himself dead, legs like lead he could hardly drag. Once inside the toilet, the other four surrounded him, pinning Rhodri until he was pressed against the sink and couldn't escape. Malcolm played with a strand of Rhodri's long hair, curling it round his fingers.

“He's such a pretty princess, ain't he?”

Matt laughed, fishing his blade from a pocket of his jeans, the edge glinting under harsh, fluorescent lights. It came to rest against Rhodri's cheek, a soft, flitting caress. The hand of a lover on a pretty face.

“Get them down,” Matt ordered, and Rhodri crumpled, despair all over his gait.

“Matt, please, can we not leave it? Just for tonight?” he begged, although knowing better than to do that.

The blade's edge ran across his cheek, leaving behind a wet, stinging feel, blood oozing from the cut. It came to rest against Rhodri's throat, tip piercing the delicate skin.

“What have we said about you not doing what's demanded, Rhodri? You know what your place is. Now pull down your trousers, turn round and bend over. That's a good lad.”

There was nothing else to do but obey, so Rhodri unclasped the belt with shaking fingers, undid the buttons of his jeans and pulled them down, along with his underwear. Before he had time to brace himself, hands on the sides of the sink, Matt pushed him over, one leg spreading Rhodri's apart, and plunged into him, forcing a wince and a groan of pain from his mouth. The blade no longer rested against Rhodri's neck, it now nestled over his genitals, dangerously close to cutting him. 

He shut his eyes, bit his lower lip, tears pooling on his lashes; and forced himself away. Away from here, into a memory he retained, the only good memory he could get hold of, the only one left from a life he no longer had.

He was four, and his mother had taken him to the beach, where they took off their shoes and jumped over the wavelets washing ashore. The sun had been warm, that long gone summer’s day, and his mother had been sober, a rare thing. She'd bought them ice cream and built castles with Rhodri on the sand, singing softly underneath her breath, humming songs he'd later remember and listen to, in his search for comfort and a safe place. The sound of the surf and the colours of the ocean had remained imprinted in his head forever; it was his safe place, where he ran to whenever reality became too harsh. That blue-green-grey expanse of sparkling water, that golden ray of sunlight.

Allowing himself to dive into that memory, Rhodri could almost feel the warmth of the sun; he could almost hear the sound of the ocean roaring in his ears, effacing the grunts from Matt's mouth as he shoved himself deeper and deeper. He didn't even notice when Matt changed places with Malcolm, if it wasn't for him shoving his face against the sink, Rhodri's lip splitting, the blood mingling with that already running down his face.

The wild, loud roar of the ocean in his head seemed to materialise around him, it was now a buzz in his ears, a vibration in the room. The air crackled with fiery electricity, and it was only when the weight of Malcolm's body pressed against his back eased, that Rhodri realised something wasn't right. He lost his balance and fell on the dirty, wet tiles, buttocks screaming in pain, blood trickling between them as he pushed himself on his knees and pulled his trousers up. Eyes searching around, frantic, trying to make sense of what was going on.

A man had walked into the toilets, the bloke from behind the bar. He looked more beast than human, now, his handsome face made ugly and animalesque by rage, as he pounced on the four men. Matt lay with a broken nose, Malcolm cradled a useless arm, and Dave had just received a kick to his balls that had him bawling like a child. That left Trent, who the bloke grabbed by the neck, raising him off the floor as if weightless, one fist pulled back in preparation for the punch. Rhodri dry heaved, head beginning to swim, and the man struck.

“This is for calling Ace a bitch,” he snarled, and Trent howled in pain.

Before he could do any more harm, two other blokes erupted through the door, halting at the sight before them. One, slanted eyes impossibly wide, covered his mouth with a hand that shook, chest rising and falling in quick breaths. The other, long dark hair pulled back, narrowed his eyes and trained them on the man who'd wrecked such havoc.

“That'll be enough, Night.”

The bloke dropped Trent, clenched his jaws, back stiffening. As if furious he'd been forced to stop what he was about to do. What had he been about to do?

“Go get the bouncers,” the latecomer said, and the second man dashed out in a run. Turning his attention to Rhodri, the black-haired man studied him, wincing at the sight of his blood. “Get up,” he barked, not to Rhodri but the rest of his gang.

They obeyed, knowing when they were beat. Matt turned beady, threatening eyes on them, a promise hiding inside.

“Are we going to have any more trouble?”

Matt shook his head, but his clenched fists said the exact opposite. Maybe not tonight, surely not tonight, seeing they were outnumbered, but soon. 

Three bouncers stepped in, quickly appraising the mood. Matt and the others lowered their heads in fake respect.

“One of you call the police, that young man's been assaulted, he'll need to press charges.”

Rhodri's heart stopped beating the moment he realised the black-haired bloke meant him. He pressed his back to the wall, one hand grabbing hold of the sink so he could steady himself. His eyes met Matt's, who shook his head minutely, a warning Rhodri knew not to ignore.

“Nuh,” he stuttered, “no, please. No police.”

The man who'd walked in on Rhodri being abused by his mates turned cold, slate eyes on him, a flicker of emotion crossing them. Surprise, perhaps? Disbelief? Contempt. The black-haired bloke stiffened, pursed his lips, shook his head.

“Kick these wankers out,” he said to one of the bouncers, shoving Matt on the back so he moved, having identified him for the leader of the pack. “If I ever see your faces round here again, you're gonna regret it.”

Matt spat at his feet, blood caked around his lips and under his nose from the punch he'd gotten. “Move it, Rhodri.”

The bloke who'd broken his nose turned to look at Matt. “He's not going anywhere,” he said, voice neutral and composed. A far cry from the wild virago he'd been just seconds before.

The bouncers shoved the rest out the door, disappeared from sight. 

Fear clung to Rhodri like a mantle, making him light-headed and unsteady on his feet. He leaned further against the wall, sliding down the length of it to sit on the tiles, knees pulled to his chest. His rearside stung and hurt like a motherfucker, but at least his cheek had stopped bleeding. The dark-haired man came to join him on the floor, the other one standing guard at the door, shutting it after the third bloke walked in with a first aid kit in his hands. Which he handed to the dark-haired man.

“Rhodri, is it? I'm Locke Burlington.” He shoved a hand at Rhodri, who failed to grab it.

“Rhodri Hughes,” he whispered. “Can I please go, now? What are you going to do to me?”

The man at the door snarled, he punched the wall with a shaky fist.

“Enough, Night. Rhodri, this is a safe place,” Locke said, voice soothing and quiet. “I'm going to clean that cut on your face, all right? That's all I'm going to do. It'll sting, though.”

It did sting, and Rhodri failed to hold back a wail of pain when Locke pressed gauze drenched in antiseptic against his cheek. He patted carefully until the blood was cleaned, checked to see it wasn't a deep cut, just a graze.

“This is Eddie Han, and that scowling harpy over there's Night Andrews. They work for me. Can you stand up?”

Rhodri kept his eyes shut, but nodded. He pressed his hands against the cold tiles and pushed, wincing at the stinging pain riding up his back. Locke reached an arm to help, steadying him on his feet. Then, grabbing Rhodri's elbow, he guided him to the door, which Night opened for them, Eddie running off ahead. Locke directed him towards the end of the corridor, instead of back to the main room, though, and a wave of fear dizzied Rhodri, his feet stumbling, legs coming to a halt as he refused to move.

“That's my private office,” Locke explained, his voice again like a soothing lullaby, soaking Rhodri with an odd sense of calm. “No one's gonna hurt you, I promise. Will even leave the door open, if that makes you more comfortable.”

He let the man guide him inside; stealing a glance behind them to catch sight of the wild virago who'd saved him from the torment he'd gotten used to the past eight years. The sight of him sobered Rhodri, reassured him, somehow. Their eyes met and he tried to read Night's, but found nothing other than ice, there. Locke led him to a sofa, helped him ease into it, dragged a chair to sit in front of Rhodri. Night remained by the desk, far enough from the door that Rhodri had clear sight of it and knew he could reach it before Night laid a hand on him. Sighing in relief, he adjusted his seat, folded hands over his lap.

“You should go to the hospital and get yourself checked,” Locke suggested, Rhodri's eyes widening in alarm. “Press charges against those blokes, that's assault, it's...” he bit down the word, eyes fleeting to Night, who stood impassive behind the desk.

Rhodri's alarm grew. He tried to get up, found he couldn't move, couldn't even breathe. He needed to leave, right now; Matt would have his head if he didn't. Whatever these people thought they were doing, whatever they thought they were saving him from, they were wrong. If they thought what they'd walked into was bad, what Rhodri had coming was a thousand times worse. If he left now, he could still salvage something.

He shook his head, licked his lips, felt the weight of Night's stare on him. Met the cold, lead gaze full on, trying to be brave, only to find himself unravelled by the sight. 

“I can't,” he whispered, Night closing his eyes, dipping his head chin to chest, and shaking it. “I won't,” Rhodri persisted, voice stronger now.

“No one will force you to do what you don't want, Rhodri.”

A girl walked in, carrying a tall glass of what looked like water and a couple of aspirins. She handed them to Rhodri, who gulped them down with the drink.

“Thank you.”

“Welcome. I'm Elizabeth, but everyone calls me Ace. Eddie says you're Rhodri, that right?”

He nodded, stomach starting to burn with fear and suspicion. What were these people doing? Why were they helping him? What did they want? No one did anything for him, unless they stood to gain something. Or take something.

“I need to go,” he insisted.

“Just take a breather,” Locke said. “A few more minutes won't matter. Get a bit of rest, before you head out, steady yourself. Or don't go, you don't have to. You don't have to go back to them.”

Rhodri sniggered, hair falling across his face, hiding it. Behind the desk, Night smirked and blew out of his nose - a mocking, sarcastic sound. He pushed himself from the chair and crossed the room.

“And where are you going?” Locke asked, seeing him head for the door.

“Be back soon. Before closing time.”

Locke and Ace exchanged a look, the girl pressing a hand over his shoulder, holding him down. Locke shrugged and transferred his attention back to Rhodri. 

“You don't have to go back.”

“And where do I go? There's nowhere else.”

“You can stay here.”

Panic flared across him, forcing his feet up, the stab of pain riding his back and making him dizzy, unsteady on his legs. 

“Let me out,” he wheezed, knees shaking. “I need to get out.”

“You're hurt, take a couple of hours to steady yourself,” Locke insisted.

“Rhodri, no one's going to harm you, here. We won't call the cops; won't do anything you don't want. This is a safe place.” Ace searched his face, one hand resting against his constricted chest. “Trust me, if you can't trust him. We'll go back to the club, now, you can leave anytime you want, but you're hurt, so I beg you to stay here a while. No one will bother you, I promise.”  

Rhodri sat back, nodded. Ace held out one hand to Locke, helping him up, marched him out the door. She risked a glance back to see Rhodri curled into a ball on the sofa, eyes closed, hugging himself tight. 

He sensed her stare, but refused to return it, all he wanted was the aspirin to kick in and his pain to go away. 

So he could go back before they hurt him even more.

He dozed off for a while, woke up startled, his brain fogged. It took him some time to remember where he was and what had happened. Eyeing the clock mounted on the wall, he was shocked with the amount of time he’d lost. It was close to three a.m. and he was still here, Matt would have his arse for this. He'd literally have his arse, and not in a good way. Biting back a sob of dread, he pushed to his feet and ran off the door, down the hallway. Coming onto the main room, Rhodri was surprised to see the place empty, only the staff hanging back, cleaning and putting things away. Locke was behind the counter fighting with the till; Ace was wiping glasses with a cloth. She saw him first, and her lips curled in a smile

“Hey, had a nice nap?”

Rhodri nodded, walked over to them. He reached his hand first at Ace, then at Locke, who held his back.

“You don't have to go,” he insisted.

“Thank you for your help. I'm sorry for any trouble I caused.” He looked around as if searching for something, failed to find what he wished. “Night not around?”

Locke and Ace shook their heads, and Rhodri's heart sank. “Tell him I said thanks.”

“Rhodri,” Locke called, as he marched to the door. “You can always come back. There’ll always be a safe place for you here, where I promise they can't reach you.”

He turned around, lifeless eyes on a gaunt, dead-looking face. Sniggering, a humourless laugh that sounded more like a sob, he tilted his head in silent gratitude and left.

––––––––
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Night followed the trail of noise and mild destruction the group left behind. He could hear them up ahead, talking in loud voices, ignorant, loutish, annoying. How he'd like to teach them more of a lesson. He hoped the broken nose and the bruises were enough for now, but his gut tightened as he thought of what he'd walked in on. His gut tightened at the memory of the look in that boy's eyes.

It hadn't been the shame, or the pleading, it hadn't been the fear nor the panic that had made a dent on him. What had punched a hole through Night was the look of utter resignation in the young man's eyes. As if he had no hope for something different, as if he'd come to accept this was to be his lot in life. 

Clenching his fists tighter, he punched the sides of his thighs, biting his lower lip until it bled. The taste, bitter and acrid, smoothed some of his anger down, cleared his head. The group he followed separated a few roads down, a pair diving into a block of narrow, small houses, the others crossing the road to where a shabby council estate housed groups of men like them.

He stood on the curb, watching them go, wondering if the other boy lived here, in this estate. Child of a poor, unsustainable upbringing like Night himself, growing up with the scraps he could muster, carted off to the wrong people, who used and abused and terrified all those weaker and unable to defend themselves. Night had once stood on the very crossroads he hoped Locke was placing the boy at – given a choice to better himself and his life, a way out of the hellish nightmare he was sure to live in. A hellish nightmare Night related to more than he'd like.

He closed his eyes, images flocking his brain, memories he'd prefer to bury where no one could find. Chest heaving at what they woke inside him, he forced a deep breath down his lungs, stomach dropping and heart clenching with the same old fear, the same old disgust he'd lived with for most of his life. He opened his eyes; panicked he was back where Locke had found him five years before, head snapping from side to side trying to recognise his whereabouts. A different street, a different side of town. And he wasn't that terrified, weak little boy anymore. Although he still burnt for the revenge Locke kept denying him, he wasn't frightened anymore. Because he'd never given up.

Turning on his heels, Night headed back to the club, a sudden worry catching his nerves, taught and alert from the evening's events. He grabbed a cigarette and lit it, taking a long drag as he walked up the road, suddenly lost. Had he come from the left or the right? Should he turn on this street or the next? He sniffed the air, searching for a marker, something that announced the right path. 

Stopping under a lamp, he took another drag of his cigarette, aware his nerves were too frayed, his focus gone. Opting for the first side street, he dived into it, boots crunching the tarmac. Rhodri's face returned to his mind, he studied it appraisingly, dispassionately; trying to figure what it was that set him out as victim for the others. 

A boyish look, he had, must still be in his teens. Large blue eyes, long-nosed, gaunt-faced. Lips that twitched constantly, hollowed cheeks of the malnourished, he was achingly thin. Like Night had been, five years ago. 

Rhodri's eyes held the same constant vigilance, a need to take in all of his surroundings so he could calculate where the next blow was coming from. So he could be ready for it, so it hurt less. Accepting that it was bound to come; it was what he was born for. Knowing this must be Rhodri's constant state of mind sent a sharp prod of pain up the side of Night's chest, where once a stab wound had nearly taken his life. He saw too much of himself in the kid, that had to be it. That had to be the reason he'd been so touched, so enraged by his plight. Surely that was the reason behind his sudden physical need to protect him. Because no one had done the same for him, all those years ago.

He threw out the cigarette butt, studied his whereabouts, realising he'd diverged from his path. He'd taken the wrong turn, head lost in thoughts he couldn't quite understand, for he'd never experienced something alike to what he was feeling now. Faced with seeing before his eyes a re-enactment of what his life could have been. 

Night retraced his steps to the crossroads, took the left instead of the right, brain registering how silent, how empty the town was, tonight. Maybe it was the killing moon up in the sky. Forcing everyone to flee, leaving him the streets. So he could pace his anger away, rest his troubled mind; control his longing for violence, the broken fragments of his soul. One hand wiping across his lips, he sought another cigarette, body screaming for a drink, a whole bottle, if he could.

What was this, which seemed to be driven like nails inside him, what was this unease, this unrest? Heart like thunder in a storm, beating against his eardrums, driving him insane. He should have gone after those wankers, should have beaten the violence out of them. Should have taught them a real lesson on life and death. His lips curled in a vicious smile at the thought of what he should have done to them. They'd never dare touch someone again, wouldn't have been able to. Rhodri would have been safe.

Why this worry for a man he'd just met? Not even a man, a boy, a child, weak and too stupid to stand up for himself. Maybe he deserved what he got, if he refused to turn against his tormentors, if he literally stooped down to take it in his arse. 

A shudder ran through Night's back as his memory played him a repeat of the scene he walked in on, the blood trickling down Rhodri's leg while one of the blokes pushed himself deeper and deeper inside him. 

What the fuck was his problem that he allowed them that? Why was he so scared of them? Rhodri was taller, he could have outrun them. He could have done something, fight back. It angered him that he'd simply stayed there, letting them fuck him from behind, humiliate him, hurt him like that. It angered and drove a spear of sharp pain down Night's back; a bilious, bitter taste flooding his mouth, as the image of Rhodri being gang raped mixed with memories from Night's own past.

Three doors down from Locke's nightclub, he realised he'd walked too far off again, and turned back. The place had shut for the night, one of the bouncers carrying off a bag full of trash. They nodded each other on passing, and Night dived into the darkened space. He searched around, locating Eddie, Ace; Locke at the back. His chest loosened, he released the breath he hadn't even known he was holding, dashed to the passage leading to the toilets. Locke stopped him. His brain fired up with annoyance that he wasn't allowed to check on Rhodri, it smouldered even more because of that. Why should he care?

“How's he doing?”

“He's left. I tried to hold him back, but...”

Night's jaw tightened, he tried to walk by Locke, who curled a hand around his arm. Night stopped abruptly, his eyes losing focus, turning harder and colder as he slowly lowered his gaze to take in Locke's hold on him.

“Don't,” he said, voice hollow, lifeless. “Don't fucking touch me. Ever.”

Locke released his arm, hands up and taking a step back. “My bad. He's not there, Night.”

Night took one final look over Locke's shoulder, bit his lower lip, fists clenching at his sides. Turning on his heels, he marched towards the door, intent on leaving.

“Night,” Locke called, “stay out of it.”

“I'm going for a walk,” he snapped back. “Don't wait up.”

“Take a bottle, then.”

He peeked over his shoulder, Locke nodding towards the bar. Ace held a bottle of vodka in one hand, gesturing it at Night, whose shoulders slumped. He paced back, grabbed it, and left.

Uncapping the bottle, Night took a long drink, the liquid burning his throat. An eerie calm descended over him after that first gulp, and he directed his steps back the way he'd come, taking regular swigs from the vodka until there was nothing left and he was well and truly drunk. A pain lodged at the side of his chest, it wrapped around him like a shroud, as he allowed the past to swarm back into his head. 

Entering the council estate he'd seen two of the young men marching off to, Night spotted a wooden bench under a sick-looking tree, sat on its back, studying the tall buildings, wondering if Rhodri lived there. He dropped the bottle on the seat of the bench and closed his eyes, silence surrounding him, the night mild with the rapid approach of summer. He inhaled the stale, dormant air, the stench of poverty and fried foods assaulting his nostrils. A stench so familiar as to make him gag, even after five years away from this life.

He shouldn't have snapped at Locke, he owed him too much. He'd saved his life - hell, had given him a life - what right had Night to go and belittle that? But the man should have known better not to lay a hand on him; he should have known Night would lose it. Wiping hands across his face, he rubbed his eyes, a sense of doom settling at the mouth of his stomach. He eyed the twin towers again, wondering where Rhodri lived, hoping he was safe. Wishing the boy had taken Locke's offer. 

What on earth had come over him? Why the bloody hell did he care? This was just a stupid kid, too fucked up to know when someone was doing him a favour. If he was attacked again and Night interfered, he'd probably fight him back. Wouldn't thank him for his intrusion; that was for sure, so why should Night even care? Shaking his head, he pushed down the surge of emotions riding on the back of his coming here, unwilling to deal with things he didn't know, didn't recognise.

He jumped off the bench, walked out of the shadow of the tree. Shedding one final look up at the estate, he paused for a heartbeat, searched the place. This wasn't his life any longer, he had nothing to do here, nor did he ever want to go back to that. With a shrug, he took off to the main road at a brisk pace, pulling up the collar of his biker jacket, hands shoved into his pockets.

Knowing if he ever saw Rhodri Hughes again, the boy would probably be dead.

––––––––
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“It's triggered him too much, Locke,” Ace whispered, her eyes on the clock resting over the desk. It was past five, already, and Night not yet back.

Locke paced the carpet from desk to door, hands repeatedly pushing hair back on his skull, the black strands knotting together. For five years, he'd struggled and fought to give Night a semblance of normality, something he could fall back to, so he lived a life as close to that of others his age as possible. He and Ace had done all they could to provide him with a serene, reliable surrounding, one that helped nurse the deep wounds Night carried from a scarred childhood. It had taken them years to get him to slightly open up, more to Ace than Locke, and it had taken them as many years for Night to be able to sit still and not be so jumpy all the time.

It had all been destroyed in the space of a single night.

Locke wondered what he'd walked in on that toilet, what was it he'd seen that made Night snap like he had. He was always a bit of a powder keg on the brink of exploding, but usually managed to pull himself together just at the last minute. Locke's teachings had at least accomplished this much. It was the first time he'd lost control, in a manner neither Locke nor Ace could have predicted. 

It was nothing short of a miracle Ace's instincts had sounded alarm bells when the group of rowdy boys marched off to the toilet with Night on their heels. If she hadn't come for Locke, demanding he checked in on him, what he found inside that toilet could have looked far worse.

At least no one was dead, that much Night had managed to avoid.

But now he'd gone after the youngsters and hadn't yet returned. All they could do was hope Night ran his anxiety off his body and returned home unscathed, no blood on his hands. Controlling him was going to be a struggle. 

He met Ace's eyes, registered the apprehension inside them, which served only to unnerve him even more. There was blame in her irises, too, a blame Locke thought he'd gotten used to by now – one not only directed at how the events of this night had unfolded, but at a common past between the two of them. It was personal, it was jarring, and it was heartbreaking, all things he couldn't deal with right now, not when Night was out there doing hell knew what. 

Ace condemned him for how he'd handled things tonight, especially the way he'd allowed the boy to leave and go back to whatever it was that ended him on the floor of a nightclub's toilet, bleeding from his lip. Locke knew what Ace had wanted him to do, and knew she was right, too.

He had a rule, though, and didn't force his help on those who rejected it. He'd tried; he'd left the door open for the kid to come back, if he wanted. But the one thing Locke refused doing was trying to talk someone, anyone, into dropping out of the life they'd chosen. He offered a way out to those in need, but they had to want to take that step. 

It had taken Ace three years before she took up Locke's offer; Eddie had taken six months to come knocking on his door. Hailey had been a swooping three weeks of a downward spiral that nearly resulted in her death; Caroline had taken a little more. He'd offered them his hand, his protection, his home, and in the end, they'd all come back for it. Only Night had accepted his help minutes after he spoke it – but then again, Night's circumstances had been different from the rest. He'd run out of time when Locke reached him; it was either that or the cold embrace of death.

“He'll come back,” Locke tried to reassure her, both of them unsure who he meant.

A knock on the door had them return to the moment. Night's head peered in through a narrow gap, the grey of his eyes darker than usual. Locke gestured him in and studied him, searching for signs of blood. There was nothing, Night was clean, although clearly on edge. He jumped from foot to foot and kept tapping his fingers on his thighs, a tell Locke was now as familiar with as with Ace fondling her blades under the sleeves of her dresses.

“Not back?” Night finally asked, after having swept the room a couple of times. As if Locke could have hidden anyone in such a cramped space.

“Must be home. If he has one, I mean.”

“Night, we can go find him,” Ace suggested, her face crumpled into a grimace of concern.

Locke wanted to sweep her into his arms and beg her to let it rest, stop consuming herself trying to save everyone else, but he knew how welcome that would be. He knew how well she'd respond to that, if he kept refusing her all she needed from him. Heart small inside his chest, he turned his eyes on Night, who gazed indifferently at both, shrugging.

“It's not my problem.”

“He'll be back, give him time.”

Night sniggered, a cold, passionless sound. “He'll be dead in less than a week.”

Locke's ears prickled, he looked for the diminutive tells in Night's inflexions, that only he could catch. Ace's hearing wasn't as attuned as his, so she failed to catch these minuscule details. They still exchanged a look that was rife with meaning, though, and Locke realised that if not in Night's voice, Ace had caught sign of it through his body language. 

There was a desperate fear running hold of him, something that could destroy all the work they'd done getting Night to where he was now. He affected indifference, but whatever he'd witnessed that had made him lash out, had indeed triggered him. Locke wiped his dry lips, suddenly antsy. Maybe it was worse than what he'd thought, maybe Ace had been right – he shouldn't have let the boy leave.

“Night, what was it you walked in on? Why did you follow them to the toilet?”

Night's attention returned to him, eyes blinking in furious repetition. “I'm not sure. Something alerted me, when they left the bar, something in the kid's demeanour. It was like he didn't want to go. I thought they'd be shooting up in there, snorting perhaps. It never fucking crossed my mind...” He halted, unable to go any further.

Locke turned to Ace for guidance; she looked puzzled, lost for words. 

“Tell me,” he insisted, taking a step closer to Night so he could hold him if he broke. Aware of how much he hated being touched, but knowing he'd be the only one strong enough to hold him down if Night lost it. “Tell me what they were doing at my club.” Saying it as an order always worked better with Night, a trick Locke loathed using and only resorted to in desperate times. 

He hoped this wasn't one of them though, but his gut was already burning with dread at what Night might say. The breath he heard him pull in was excruciating. 

Night narrowed his eyes, clenched his fists, became very still, and that was when both Ace and Locke knew for sure whatever it was, was bad.

“They were taking turns raping him.”

Ace gasped, hands flying up to cover her mouth, while her eyes brimmed with tears that didn't hesitate to run down her cheeks. Locke reeled on his feet.

“Are you sure?” he asked. “It might have been consensual, there's all kinds out there.”

Night focused his eyes on him; like bullets they were, cold and hard, filled with killer intent. Locke rubbed at his cheek, internally damning himself for sticking to his rules and not having forced the kid to stay. He could have done it so easily, would probably have saved a life. If Night happened to be right, that was.

“Didn't look consensual to me,” he barked, shoving hands into his pockets, a sure sign he was past the point where Locke or Ace could reach him. He'd already detached himself from it all. “I'll go help lock up,” he said, as if he no longer cared about the matter at hand.

“We can go look for him, if you want,” Locke offered.

Night shrugged again, and stepped out the door. “Made his choice, couldn't give a fuck about him.”

Locke waited for him to leave before turning to Ace. She hugged herself with one arm, a hand draped over her mouth, holding back sobs that she could hardly keep in check. He rushed to her side and scooped her in his arms, the hold so tight it knocked off her breath. 

He hadn't expected to feel this way, guilt gnawing at him from all sides. He hadn't realised quite what he'd walked into. All he knew when entering the toilets was that Night had lost his hard-earned self-control and was at risk. He'd cared only for him, only for his boy. Failing to notice the horror that had taken place before, the reason why Night had flown off his top. He let the kid leave, go back to the hands of his abusers, and he might as well prove Night right: Rhodri would be dead by the end of the week, judging from the state he'd been in.

He’d never seen anyone so subdued, so intimidated by his captors.

“Shh,” he whispered in Ace's ear. “It's all right.”

“No, it isn't. Night's not well, and won't be, unless he knows the kid's fine, Locke. This has stirred up all the memories he worked so hard at pushing down, all the trauma he fought to overcome.”

Locke pulled away from her, stared into her eyes. “I'll go find him, bring him home.”

“No, you can't leave Night on his own; he's going to need you more than ever. Us, he's going to need us more than ever.” She wiped tears from her cheeks, suddenly all business, now she had a goal.

Locke held on to her body a while longer, unwilling to let go, he needed the comfort of having her in his arms, where she should never have been. He needed the comfort of knowing her feelings hadn't changed, despite it all, albeit the fact he could never have her, nor she him. 

It was Ace who broke free from him, putting distance between their bodies, dousing the fire that had sparked just seconds before. Knowing where it would lead them, where it always led them: heartbreak and accusations and pain. There was no point. He followed her out, joined his staff in getting the club shut for the day, painfully aware Night had kicked everyone out of the toilets so he could clean them.

Probably reliving the details of what he'd walked in on.
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Rhodri paused, bent over his knees. Left hand pressed to the side of his midriff, blood gushing from the stab wound, fingers slick, covered in it. Light-headed enough he feared passing out here, just steps away from salvation. It took immense effort for him to raise his head and eye the crimson door on the lone warehouse just across from where he stood. Safety would be found there, granted someone was inside, at this hour.  

He tried to breathe but his lungs ached too much, managing only shallow, hoarse gasps that delivered short amounts of air to his blood stream. Pulse pounding in his ears, he forced his feet to lurch forward, dragging one leg behind, right arm limp at his side with surely more than a broken bone. He'd left this place only hours before, hard to believe he was back so soon. Locke's words echoed in his brain, that he had a safe place here, that he could always return. Well, here he was now, all other avenues closed. There was nowhere else to go, and if he made it out of this alive, he knew he could never return to his former life.

He didn't want to return to his former life.

Something had snapped inside him, something had changed, and Rhodri couldn't place how nor why. But as he'd hurried back to the council flat he shared with Matt and Trent, he'd known a turning point was about to be reached. 

Habit and fear had driven him back to what he knew, what he'd grown up with – the violence, the hunger, the fear. But inside his mind, a tiny fleck of light sparkled; that there were other ways to live, other options, other possibilities. For others, maybe, but not for him. He belonged there, on the estate, having sold his life to Matt in exchange for a roof over his head, something to eat, and enough drugs and booze to numb the constant grip of pain.

On reaching their door, Rhodri had found it chained from the inside, as he'd known he would, so he'd settled to doze on the piss-stained floor of the dirty hallway, the stench of dog pee and vomit keeping him company. 

Matt had found him the next day, early afternoon, and as Rhodri expected – despite his pleads for mercy and his heartfelt apologies – proceeded to beat the crap out of him. Only, it had been different this time. There'd been an anger in Matt's eyes Rhodri had never seen before, at least not directed at him. Matt was cruel and liked to inflict pain, he liked to humiliate and terrify Rhodri, but his eyes had never lost that last glimmer of sanity that held him back. That prevented him from going too far.

This time, the glint was gone, replaced by a madness that silenced Rhodri after the first couple of attempts at reasoning with Matt. Who'd grabbed him by the scruff of his jacket and dragged him to the backstairs landing. Rhodri had covered his head with skinny arms and suffered the blows. Matt had broken one of his arms, the loud crack of the bone echoing in the silence of the stairs. He'd broken a couple of Rhodri's ribs, too, maybe his jaw, he could no longer tell. His whole body ached with a dull thud; there wasn't a part of him free from pain. 

But the worst had been when Matt pulled out his knife and stabbed Rhodri's stomach, a couple of inches from the waist of his jeans. He'd done it once, then twice, on the same spot, as if to press the point further in. Rhodri had stumbled then, legs giving in, falling on his knees before his tormentor. As he'd looked up at Matt, a punch to his chin sent his head flapping back, and Rhodri knew for sure this man would eventually kill him. If not today, then soon. He'd tire of Rhodri and get rid of him.

Before passing out, he'd tried to beg, say he was sorry, but Matt had smiled his cruel grin and with a kick of his foot, sent Rhodri tumbling down the stairs. Leaving him to bleed to death on the next landing, one more victim of a derelict place and its violent surroundings. 

That Rhodri had come back from his faint and managed to drag himself out, was nothing short of a miracle. He'd pushed himself as much as he could, down the eight flights of stairs, up two streets, across a few roads, brain stuck to one thought only: getting to that crimson door. 

Images kept flashing through his mind: Locke cleaning the cut on Rhodri's cheek, Ace handing him water and aspirin, Night standing behind the desk with his frown, jaw clenched, eyes narrowed. Those images fuelled his determination, even if his brain had stopped working coherently. He knew if he'd only make it to the nightclub, he'd be given a second chance at life. Provided there was already someone in.

Gathering his last remnants of strength, Rhodri lurched across the tarmac, boots crunching pebbles underneath his feet. He stumbled as he reached the door, slamming into it, the red expansion reminding him a sea of blood. The noise echoed around him, but he still banged his head against it, to make sure they heard him, provided there was someone in. The sound of locks being turned was a balm to his weary mind, and relief washed over his frail body, eliciting tremors. He sobbed, unashamed, at the feel of hands grabbing him under his arms, trying to drag him through the threshold; into the safety of the haven he'd been offered.

“I could use a little help, here,” a girl's voice rang, loud in Rhodri's ears, and he realised it was Ace trying to pull him inside.

A laugh bubbled up his throat at the image painted by his fuddled brain. If he remembered correctly, Ace was tiny, 5'1 ft or thereabouts. Rhodri was taller than average, 6'3 ft of skinny bones, how could she expect to drag the whole of him when he wasn't helping? 

The laugh turned into a wail, though, as the wound in his midriff gushed blood through his fingers, stinging like a motherfucker. Then a stronger pair of hands was upon him, pushing Ace away, and Rhodri found himself lifted off the floor by both Locke and Night, who carried him inside. The other man locked the door behind them, while Ace ran around like a madwoman on crack. She finally seemed to grab hold of herself, fishing an old sheet from somewhere behind the counter – who kept old sheets under the bar? - and spreading it over one of the lavish velveteen sofas.

Rhodri found himself lying on top of it, Locke's frantic hands trying to drag his away so he could see the extent of the damage. His eyes fluttered, he could hardly keep them open, but the agony of broken bones brought him back momentarily, a loud wail erupting from his lips.

“Who did this?” he heard Night ask, and tried to turn his head to where he could see him, the other man pacing the room in what sounded like an angry stomp.

“Who do you think?” was Locke's reply, and he gently tried to shove Rhodri's hand from the wound on his stomach. “Get a grip on yourself, Night,” he added, “Or step outside until you manage some sort of self-control.” Turning his attention back to the sofa, Locke tried again to pry Rhodri's hand from his injuries, blood still oozing between his already slick fingers. “I need to see the extent of the damage, Rhodri, so I can help you.”

Rhodri's hand fell away, trailing blood down his jeans and onto the sofa. Good thing Ace had covered it. The hiss and air-sucking around him let Rhodri know just how bad it was. He tried to sit up to see, strong hands pushed him down. A ripping sound broke through the silence, Locke tearing his jersey apart to expose the skin of his torso.

“Shit,” the man murmured, and Rhodri laughed, his cackles mingled with tears.

Night's face showed up in his field of vision, and Rhodri forced his eyes to focus on him. The line of the jaw, defined and jutted, the thickness of his lips, the slightly clefted chin, he clang to all that, took it all in, an attempt at keeping himself conscious. 

When Locke wiped blood from the wound, Rhodri unleashed a yelp of agony, Night's face no longer enough to keep him focused. His entire body contracted, legs and arms and torso shaking in violent spasms, and hands grabbed at him, to hold him down. He sensed Ace's slim fingers digging into his shoulders, and thrashed his head about, the pain suddenly unbearable.

He was going to die here. As his eyes snapped open and met Locke's, Rhodri knew. There was nothing they could do for him, now; he was going to die.

A strange calm washed over him, a sudden deliverance, and he found himself at peace. There'd be no more assaults, no more pain, no more fear. He'd have peace, finally. After three failed attempts, he'd finally come to meet his end, find release. 

A smile washed across his lips, ears buzzing while catching senseless words and conversations around him: Ace's frantic orders snapped about; Locke's puzzled, worried tone, asking someone if he was sure. Sure of what, that Rhodri was dying? He could have told him so. A strong relief washed over him, and he felt grateful to these people, who didn't know him and yet, had opened their doors to him. He felt grateful that he didn't have to die alone, nor surrounded by the monsters he feared. It would be peaceful, with them here.

“It's a small quantity,” he heard Night whisper, “don't worry. At least it gives him a fighting chance, Locke. Like you did for me.”

“He needs to go to the hospital,” Ace said.

“No hospitals, please,” Rhodri begged. “They'll call the police.”

“Get Hailey, Ace.” Locke's voice came out strained, as if he was suddenly exhausted and overwhelmed. “Go ahead, Night. Do it.”

Rhodri tried to open his eyes, as the ream of a glass crashed against his lips. Someone pinched his nose and forced his mouth open, and in it went, some thickish liquid, down his throat. 

He gagged, tongue coated with the taste of blood, he'd bit it during the beating Matt had been kind enough to provide. Coughing, spurting, he once more tried to sit up, this time to feel fingers far harsher than Ace's crush his shoulders down. His eyes snapped open to meet Night's, lead bullets of icy coldness staring into him, framed by a frown and the scowl Rhodri believed was his normal demeanour. As tears welled Rhodri's eyes, Night's forehead smoothed, and his expression softened. One hand brushed dirty blond hair off Rhodri's face.

“Thank you,” Rhodri started to say, but Night rested a finger against his lips.

“Shut the fuck up,” he whispered, and Rhodri obeyed.
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Locke left Caroline and Eddie in charge of opening and managing the nightclub, a warning whispered to the bouncers that they were to keep an eye out for the rowdy group who'd stirred up trouble the other night. With Night's help, he packed Rhodri's knocked-out body into the backseat of Ace's car, let Night take the passenger's side while he held Rhodri's head on his lap the entire ride home. Hailey was already there, waiting by the gates, the tension on her shoulders warning Locke Ace must have told her all they knew, so far. 

Night got out of the car to open the gates and join Hailey, who parked by the side door while Ace drove her Renault into the side garage. Getting Rhodri out of the small car was a lot harder than getting him in, and it took them three attempts before they managed. It didn't help Ace's car lacked back doors. 

Rhodri remained unconscious throughout the entire ordeal, Locke wondering if maybe the downers he'd forced on him might have been too strong. They carted the sleeping boy into an empty bedroom, Ace already spreading an old sheet over the bed, stepping back so Hailey could check Rhodri's injuries.  

“I'm going back to the club,” Night said, the moment Hailey pried Rhodri's fingers from his midriff to expose the stab wound.

Ace and Locke exchanged a glance with her, all three avoiding Night's eyes, aware of how triggering this entire situation must be for him. Maybe it was for the best if he stayed out of the house for a few hours, occupied with running the club alongside the others.

“Are you good to be on your own?” Locke inquired, eyes still focused on Rhodri.

“Don't worry.”

Attention returning to Hailey, Locke let Night slip out of the room, knowing he'd have to address his issues later on. Or at least try to. But there were more pressing matters now, and so he dragged himself to the bed, nostrils flaring at the scent of blood, which apparently had stopped flowing. Ace reached a hand to his arm, trying to hold him back, seemed to think better of it and let Locke join Hailey by Rhodri's side.

“What do you need me to do?” he asked, wincing at the sight of the boy's body.

“Someone take off his jersey, please, and get me more light in here.”

Ace rushed to their side, taking hold of the jersey so she pulled it off Rhodri's head, while Locke lit every lamp in the room and brought those he could move closer to the bed. He stopped at the sound of Ace's loud gasp, took a peek at the body lying on his bed, wincing at the sight. He was so thin; this boy was, undernourished for sure. Couldn't be a day older than twenty, but he looked younger when awake. Something in the eyes, the still childish shape of his face. 

His skin was taught over bones that jutted out, torso covered in bruises from the beating he'd gotten, some of them looking really bad. The stab wound wasn't deep, though, although it seemed to gape like a mouth, a loud scream silently rushing out of it. Hailey was cleaning it with antiseptic, at the same time perusing the rest of the injuries. A split lip, a black cheek, a black eye and a gash on his forehead. What the fuck had been done to this kid? 

“Locke,” Ace whispered, her chin nodding towards something on Rhodri's body Locke had failed to notice.

He followed her eyes, lips pursed at the sight of the long, thin arms. This was a right mess, it was. They'd have their hands full with this one, and if Locke already had to walk on eggshells around Night, watching for signs of trouble, this boy would force him to
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