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        This one’s for the lost soul—the kid who had to grow up too fast and too hard and never understood why.
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        my ne imeyem nichego khuzhe, chem smert’ strakha.

        We have nothing worse than death to fear.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Prologue

        

      

    
    
      “Gani!”

      I’m awake, but not awake—somewhere in that space where dreams are supposed to happen. This isn’t a dream, though.

      It’s just darkness.

      Well, darkness and the sound of Da shouting my name over and over.

      “Gani!”

      Pain stings across my back as something slaps me. I jerk awake, lying on my stomach with my arms wrapped tight around my pillow. My damn mouth is so dry I wonder if I licked a block of salt all night.

      My older brother leers down at me. “Are you daft or deaf, wanker?”

      “Gani!”

      I blink a few times, smacking my lips, and roll over, hissing as soon as my shoulders come into contact with the linens.

      “A might bit of both,” I say with a croak.

      Phillip groans and grumbles and shoves me again. “Get up and find out what he wants. Some of us actually have to sleep tonight.”

      I was asleep. Why wouldn’t I want to get some more myself?

      “Gani MacNeal, if you don’t get downstairs in five minutes, I’ll whip ten years off your life!”

      With a roll of my eyes, I kick my way out from under my blankets.

      Bloody bastards in this house never letting me get some rest.

      I’m already dressed in a pair of loose-fit denim pants and a white T-shirt. Brilliant. The half spent joint in my pocket can be put to some use before I have to face the old bastard. I light it and draw in a deep breath of the woodsy smoke.

      Best part of waking up.

      “Wanker,” Phillip says. “He said get your arse downstairs.”

      I hold my breath another couple seconds and exhale, pointing out, “He said I have five minutes.”

      Phillip huffs and covers his head with his pillow.

      I smoke for the next three minutes and twenty-five seconds. I’m feeling right when I finally find myself down in the kitchen.

      Da’s got a vein about to burst in the center of his forehead. He takes a sniff as I enter the room and proclaims, “You stink.”

      “Is that why you woke me up? To tell me I need a bath?”

      “No.” He leans against the counter, fingers drumming. “I told you that I’d have a job for you Friday.”

      “Aye,” I say.

      The old man is mental. He’s been telling me this shite all week. Does he think I’m daft?

      “It’s Friday, Gani.”

      I look to the window. It’s dark as shite, just like it was when I went to bed. “It’s Thursday.”

      “No, it ain’t.”

      “It’s still dark out.”

      “Aye, your eyes were closed while the sun was up.”

      The whole day? I slept the whole bloody day?

      That’s not good, aye?

      “Gani,” Da says, snapping his fingers in my face.

      I’m slow to blink—slow to think. Going back to sleep sounds good right now. “What?”

      “The job.”

      The job. Doesn’t ring a bell. I do hear a bell ringing now, though.

      I’m looking around for the source when Da wallaps me on the back of my head.

      “Get your wits about you, boy!”

      Goddamn bloody buzzkill. Rubbing my head, I ask, “What’s the job?”

      “Right now, go get the boys. I want the three of you back here in twenty.”

      I nod and head towards the front room.

      “And Gani, you better be clear-headed when you get back.”

      It ain’t even worth the time to look back when he says that. A clear head? He’s all but smacked the buzz out of my brain already.

      My bloody bollocks nearly invert from the cold the second I open the door. I reach back for a coat and slip it on. It’s threadbare, but it does the trick. I blow warmth into my fists as I cross the street and jog up the road.

      The boys won’t be hard to find.

      It’s Friday, but that doesn’t mean shite. It’s the yank pussies that have to wait for the weekend to unwind. Here in Stirling, the only excuse we need for getting lit is being awake. I know my friends will be buried in the crowd right about now. Milligan’s Pub is brimming. People are packed in from the entrance and spilling out into the street. It’s bloody chaos of music and laughter, and it feels like home to me.

      I find my first friend, Bret, leaning against the wall to the side of the entrance with a fag hanging from his lips, like he thinks it’s going to make him look cool.

      “Hey, dobber,” I say, punching his shoulder when I reach him.

      “I knew,” he says, holding his smoke between two fingers as he points it at me, “when the cat shat on the carpet this morning that you’d be late showing up tonight.”

      He’s full of gems like that, Bret. I stopped trying to make sense of it long ago. He lives with his gran twice-removed.

      The old bat is three times removed from her wits, if you ask me.

      “Where’s the bastard?” I ask.

      Bret motions towards the alley that runs alongside the pub. “Got an offer he wouldn’t refuse.”

      I look to the dark shadows between the pub and MacBride’s bakery.

      Wanker.

      It wouldn’t be a Friday night if Johnny weren’t trying to get his dick sucked.

      “Any chance he’s wrapping up?” I ask.

      Bret laughs, holding the fag out to me. I turn it down. I’ll smoke just about everything but a plain old fag. “That would require the poor girl letting him actually stick it in, Gani.”

      He knows I mean the other meaning. Still, I have to laugh, because he’s right. “Bloody hell, what’ll he do if they ever do spread open for him?”

      “Come all over his shoes from the offer, I’d wager,” Bret says, tossing the spent smoke to the ground and stamping it out.

      I’m distracted by a commotion on the other side of the entrance. Two lads are throating their pints like beer’s about to go out of style. Everyone around them is urging them on. I recognize one of the lads—Roger Milligan.

      My eyes narrow in on the way his Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows.

      “Gani,” Bret says, smacking my chest to grab my attention. “Did you hear me?”

      I shake my head, returning my attention his way. Phillip might be on to something with me being deaf. "What?"

      “They should be just about done, I’d reckon,” he says, nodding towards the alley.

      Right. Johnny and his slag. The job. I have shite to do tonight, it seems.

      “How long ago did they start?”

      “Two… maybe five minutes ago.”

      He smirks like the Devil is in him when he says that and turns to walk down the alley.

      I laugh so hard my chest hurts.

      That shite is funny—mostly because it’s true.

      I follow behind Bret, and it’s only a few seconds before I can hear Johnny. He’s pretty silent about it, focused like he’s taking a damn math test. Every now and again, though, the lass must hit the spot, because he grunts like he’s been punched in the gut.

      “Just bust already, mate,” Bret shouts. “Gani’s here.”

      Johnny lets out a scream as we round the trashcan he’s hidden behind. He’s slapping the top of some lass’s head, yelling at her to get off of him.

      It’s a bloody hilarious sight.

      I’m not sure how strong the weed I smoked was, but it must've been some good shite if this is my entertainment this evening. “You all right there, John?”

      He’s not. He screams, “She bit me! She’s trying to bite it off!”

      “Bloody hell, you’ll find bangers in the pub much more meaty than that, lass,” Bret says, grabbing ahold of Johnny to calm him. “Relax, mate.”

      I reach down to help the lass up from her knees. She’s a bloody kid—maybe fourteen, if that.

      What the hell could she know about sucking dick?

      “You all right?” I ask her.

      I can’t see much of her in the dark, but I can see the blood at the corner of her lips. Not sure if it’s hers or his.

      “Aye,” she says. “You boys spooked me and I bit down a wee bit harder than I meant.” She turns to Johnny, who is well on to the fifth act of his one-man melodrama. “My pay?”

      Johnny looks ready to slap the lass senseless for speaking. “Who taught you how to suck, you useless slag? You don’t get paid for ripping it off!”

      “Don’t be a bastard,” I say, kicking his side.

      I don’t wait for his reply, turning the poor girl away from his mouth and all that’s still pouring out of it. She’s just a kid. Having to be on her knees with his damn dick in her mouth is enough abuse for her for one night.

      Bret tries to get the bastard sorted as I escort the lass to the end of the alley. Thankfully, the crowd has dispersed, most of the patrons finding room inside the pub.

      No one noticed what happened.

      “Thanks,” she says.

      She smooths her hands down her greasy, red curly hair. In the light from the neon sign, she looks even younger than I thought. She’s done a pitiful job of trying to convince people otherwise. She stands there with no shame, no fear. Her tits, though—and I hardly think you can call those nubs that—are shoved into a shirt meant for a child. She’s taken a pair of scissors to the neck of the top and sewn parts down to make some sort of corset. I’d wager even I could have a rack in that thing with my flat chest.

      She looks to the pub entrance, but I don’t think it’s out of concern that someone might see her.

      I do admire her courage.

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      I don’t know why I care. I don’t care to know people. Most people already know who I am.

      It’s most likely the shame of calling Johnny my friend that’s keeping me talking to her.

      Or the weed. Weed does tend to make me too chatty for my own good.

      “Isla,” she says, holding her hand out.

      I don’t shake it.

      I’m a bastard like that.

      “You can do better, Isla,” I say, motioning towards where the sound of my idiot mate’s voice comes from.

      “What?" she asks. "You mean better than suckin' boabie for a pair of knickers?”

      “Nah. That’s a sound business. A man frankly would starve before he’d give up a chance to have his dick sucked. I mean better than him… Johnny. You can do much better than that.”

      “Gani,” Bret calls.

      I head back down the alley without telling the lass goodbye.

      “Could I do you?” Isla calls out.

      I hear the words but ignore them. I’m seventeen. My dick is very much on board with the thought of her sweet lips wrapped around it.

      It’s my mind that sees those lips attached to an opposite face from hers.

      “You still can do better,” I shout.

      “Who can do better than what?” Bret asks when I reach them.

      I shake my head, not answering, as I stand in front of Johnny. “Well, what’s the diagnosis? Do we have to start calling you Joan now?”

      “Fuck you, you fucking cunt,” Johnny shouts, kicking at me. He’s got both hands braced over his crotch like he’s packing the Crown Jewels between his thighs.

      “Can you walk?” I ask. He nods. “Can you piss?”

      “It’s liable to shoot out in every direction if I try,” he mutters.

      Bret and I have a go at that until Johnny tosses garbage at us.

      “Are you ready to earn your metal, at any rate?” I ask once the bite has drained from his bark.

      His eyes catch what little light reflects over the tops of the buildings as he stares up at me. “Aye? Your da has a mission for us?”

      I cringe at the term 'mission' but nod all the same. I’m not as invested in the prospect of glory as my mates, but I do have the ink on my back now. I consider this a duty more than a mission.

      A job. Da calls it a job.

      “Aye,” I say. “He wants us at the house in…” I grab Bret’s arm and check the watch on his wrist. Damn. We’re late. “Now. We should be there right now.”

      “Shut your shite,” Johnny says, leaning on Bret as he gets to his feet. He wobbles for a bit but struts once we clear the shadows and find an audience. A couple girls hanging round the entrance shout to him, and he waves.

      “Your boabie was nearly gobbled off tonight, wanker,” Bret says, kicking his arse. “Keep it in your pants until that heals.”

      “Might need stitches,” Johnny says.

      “Aye,” I say with a grave edge to my voice. “I heard of a man in Aberdeen who got bit on the shaft too deep for them to heal.”

      “Aye?” Johnny goes as pale as snow. “What happened?”

      “It fell off.”

      They both stop, wide-eye expressions on their faces. Johnny looks ready to pass out clean on the cobblestones.

      “Shut your shite,” Johnny whispers, his hand covering his dick again. “Can’t they reattach it and all? Medical advances and the like.”

      I shrug. “Aye, but remember when you replaced your front tire on your car last year? Damn thing never worked the same again.”

      Johnny looks ready to fall over. “Aye.”

      I slap his back, draping my arm over his shoulders. “Chin up, mate. I’m sure it won’t happen to you… unless you were about to blow when she bit. Then I would kiss your dick goodbye—hours from now, if that.”

      “Bloody hell,” he says.

      I don’t have the heart to break it to either of them that I’m lying through my teeth, mostly because it’s too damn funny to realize they believe me.

      Da is waiting on the front steps when we reach the house. He’s even angrier now.

      Brilliant.

      “Found them,” I say.

      Da gives me a right good glare before eyeing the idiots. I’m spared by the look he gives Johnny. “What the hell are you holding your dick like that for, boy?”

      Johnny doesn’t know how to respond to that. “I… well, I, uh…”

      Da’s never been so straight forward with shite—at least, not with the lads—but ever since we got inked, he’s had no trouble treating them like men.

      “Rough night, sir,” Bret says.

      “Aye,” Da says, returning his scowl in my direction. “Got a delivery for you three.”

      We look around. There’s nothing here.

      “In the barn,” Da says. “There are three small crates. Take them to MacGinty.”

      We’re already on our way when that last bit hits me. MacGinty. I toss a look over my shoulder.

      Da’s already in the house.

      Johnny and Bret have their crates in hand when I catch up. I heave mine onto my shoulder and don’t say shite as we set off.

      MacGinty. The bloody kingpin of Stirling.

      The crate on my shoulder isn’t that heavy. Even if it were, I wouldn’t guess what’s in it.

      Never ask about MacGinty’s business unless you want to become it.

      MacGinty’s business is on the opposite side of the city. From the outside, it looks like a simple home. Box of flowers on the windowsill and all the domestic flares and such. Before we even reach the front step, a big guy dressed all in black with his hair slicked back is standing in the doorway.

      “Oy, what’s this?” he asks.

      “Delivery,” I say, adding quickly, “from Douglas MacNeal.”

      The man’s cheek twitches at the sound of my da’s name. “Get in.”

      We file in—me in the lead with Bret and then Johnny bringing up the rear. We’ve made it as far as this front room before. It’s no different than the one in my own home. A handful of chairs, a case of books… there are even a few framed pictures on the walls.

      We stood in this room a week ago when we initiated into the club.

      I ain’t stupid. Tonight is another initiation.

      The man sizes us up for a minute, eventually pointing to me. “You… you’re MacNeal’s boy, aye?”

      I nod.

      He points to the stairs, saying, “You go up.”

      I’m not high enough for this wank tonight.

      “Cheers, lads,” I say before carrying my crate upstairs.

      A pair of guards stands in front of a door at the end of the hall at the top. It doesn’t take intelligence to riddle out where I go next.

      “Delivery,” I say, not caring about staring them both in the eyes.

      “From who?” one of them asks.

      “MacNeal.”

      They step aside and let me in.

      This room is smaller than I expected. It’s nothing more than an office. One bookcase. One table in the center that serves as a desk. Fergus MacGinty owns every inch of this town. When he walks down the street, people bow their heads as if the bloody Pope himself were in their presence.

      And this is his center of operations?

      I expected something bigger.

      He’s standing by the window, hands locked behind him as he stares out of it. I’ve never been this close to the man. He's about the same height as me, with narrow shoulders and a skinny frame.

      Much like his office, I always thought he'd be bigger.

      “You Dougie’s boy?” he asks.

      I haven’t been told to put the crate down so I keep it on my shoulder. “Aye, sir.”

      “You been sworn in yet?”

      I wouldn’t have been allowed upstairs—or into the house, for that matter—if I hadn’t been initiated. We both know that.

      Even though, I say, “Aye, sir.”

      “Good.”

      I feel as ridiculous as Johnny with his dick in some lass’s mouth, about to have it bitten off.

      MacGinty never moves. He just stares out the window. I can’t see the view from where I am, but I’m guessing he’s facing the center of town from that angle.

      “You’ll go back down the steps,” he says, “out the back door, and deliver that package to Father Brodie.”

      It ain’t my place to ask questions so I nod and say, “Aye.”

      When I turn to leave, he stops me by adding, “If the Father asks who the box is from, you’re not to tell him. He’s not to know your da or I have anything to do with this. Understand?”

      “Aye, sir,” I say as I leave the room.

      Big fella at the backdoor tells me to go home after the delivery.

      “My mates,” I say, because I’m an idiot like that.

      “Wha’?” he asks, adjusting his coat like I’ve just offended him and need taught a lesson.

      I’ve stepped in it, so no sense trying to act like this moment doesn’t stink of shite. “My mates. Did you send them off, too?”

      He shoots me with a look, saying nothing else, and my backside is chilled the entire walk to the church. You don’t ask anything, Gani. I don’t know if it’s just this whole situation making me antsy, or if it's the fact that the weed has finally worn off. Maybe it’s knowing the street I walk down is in perfect view of MacGinty’s window and the bastard is watching each step I take.

      I don’t bother knocking as I shove the wooden doors of the church open.

      The doors of God are always open. How many times has the Father proclaimed that?

      I know just where to find Father Brodie. Friday nights, he retires to his study to write in his manuscript. I knock once and wait.

      “Come in.”

      I almost forget I’m carrying the damn crate until the Father’s eyes widen. “What is this you’ve brought to me, young Coogan?”

      I cringe at the sound of my name. I hate it. “Delivery, Father.”

      “A delivery from whom?”

      MacGinty’s warning echoes in my mind.

      “It’s cans for the needy,” I say.

      I set the box down near the door and stand there like a goon. I ain’t got shite to say to the man, but I’m not sure what to do next.

      “Sit, Coogan,” Father Brodie says.

      I don’t get any closer to him, resting my bum on top of the crate instead of sitting in one of his chairs. I ain’t a welcome guest here anymore, even if he pretends otherwise.

      “What troubles you, son?”

      I shake my head, staring at my shoes. “Nothin’, Father.”

      “Where have you been? It’s been almost a month since you last visited the church.”

      Father Brodie is a smart man, but sometimes he says things like that, things I know he knows the answer to. I wonder if it’s a challenge to get me to admit something. I ain’t got anything to confess.

      “You know you can always talk to me, my son. No judgment. No persecution.”

      I laugh. It’s not because this is actually funny. I’ve just always found myself laughing at the most miserable shite.

      No persecution. It’s a funny concept to me.

      “I have to get home, Father,” I say. “Promised my da I wouldn’t go running around too late.”

      “Before or after he told you to deliver that to me?”

      I’m already on my feet, my hand on the doorknob with my back to the priest. Even so, I’m sure he can sense my reaction.

      I shake my head. “It’s not from him. It’s cans of food for the needy. Call it my charitable contribution for being gone so long.”

      His smile is trusting, and he thanks me.

      “See ya ‘round, Father.”

      I walk slowly back to the house. My feet are heavy and my hands are nervous. I pat my pants and find my pocketknife—a butterfly knife. I’m twirling the blade in the air absently when I reach my front gate.

      For the first time, I wonder what was in the crate, wondering if we all were carrying the same thing. Why was I picked to go to the church? And where were Bret and Johnny sent?

      Don’t become MacGinty’s business.

      The house is dark. The tick-tick-tick of the clock on the mantle echoes in the front room. I walk up the stairs, peeking into my parents’ bedroom. The lights are out and the sound of my maw’s soft snores greets me.

      Da is asleep? What the bloody hell was the point of all of this tonight?

      It’s hoops. That’s what he told me when I got the tattoo. It’s all bloody hoops we jump through 'till the boss believes he can trust us.

      I kick off my shoes and drop my coat on the floor once I’m back in my bedroom. Phillip’s asleep. Lucky bastard.

      I’m wound a tad tight, still waiting for the point, so I fish through my book bag and find a fresh joint. The smoke is warm and comforting in my lungs. I inhale it 'till I don’t remember why I lit it. I’m feeling right. Weightless.

      Damn ready to close my eyes for a week.

      BOOM.

      My bed shakes, and the window rattles so hard I’m afraid the universe is splitting open. “Bloody hell!”

      The world is all sorts of slow as I try to get my brain to make sense of what’s going on. Phillip crawls out of bed, or maybe he jumps. I don't know. Everything feels like mud and is heavy to me right now.

      “Bloody hell,” he says… whispers… shouts.

      “What?” I ask.

      My feet don’t work. My legs wobble as I make my way to the window next to him.

      Fire.

      Smoke and flames rise from the center of town—from the church. I’m hypnotized staring at the damn sight until I feel something slap my back.

      Phillip has been replaced by Da. He looks to the fire with an odd sense of pride.

      “Good lad, Gani,” he says.

      I feel sick, not reacting.

      “Good lad.”
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      Bollocks.

      Monday. My day off. For most people that means not finding themselves smackdab in the middle of work first thing in the morning.

      I’m not most people.

      My work isn’t some nine-to-five bullshit. Well, it didn’t used to be. Thanks to a few extracurricular activities a few months back I earned a short leash. Not that my leash has ever been all that long. I just used to be able to slip away easier than I can now.

      Bloody hell, I’m babbling first thing in the morning.

      I’m staying close enough by that I just walk to the big grey building. The floors are grey inside. The walls, too. My bloody suit is even made up of a several tones of the damn color. That’s how it goes around here. Nothing too out of the norm. Nothing that can draw any extra attention. I feel like I have a target on me as I walk into the lobby with my bright red hair.

      I step to the metal detector and unclip my gun from the holster on my belt. The guard knows me, he knows I don’t technically have to show my weapon, but hell, at this point, it’s just instinct for me to do it, so he humors me. I toss my keys and my watch into the plastic tub and pat my pockets for my knife.

      Aye, right, I ain’t got my knife.

      “Guten Morgen,” the guard says, handing me my things back.

      I nod but don’t return the sentiment. Ain’t anything good about having to drag my ass out of bed when I should have the day off.

      According to my watch, it’s time for Secretary Williams to be in his office. According to the closed door and darkened lights I find when I reach the office, he’s running late.

      I lean against the wall with my arms crossed over my chest and close my eyes.

      I was having the best damn dream this morning…

      The office door opens, snapping me awake. Lights still off, I’m surprised to see someone other than the Secretary exiting the room.

      Mandy.

      She’s one of the upper-level assistants around here. I don’t know much about her—don’t have too much need to talk to her, really. She’s carrying an armful of files and damn near jumps out of her skin when she sees me, shouting, “Jesus!”

      “No,” I say, waving a hand. “Just me.”

      “MacNeal.”

      I try not to cringe. “What’s this, then?”

      She glances to the office and back to me, shifting the pile in her arms. “Oh, he’s not coming in today.”

      Odd. “You sure?”

      Mandy closes the door and motions to the files. “Yep, that’s why I’m down here.”

      What she doesn’t specifically say is the files she’s carrying are the jobs to be handed out today.

      Bollocks.

      I could have stayed in bed, and they would have given the shit assignment to someone else instead.

      “Did you get a notification this morning?” she asks.

      “Obviously.”

      My attitude gets all under her skin. I can tell by the way her eyes narrow. “Well, did it say what you would be doing?”

      “Aye. I just thought I’d stand here all morning contemplating whether or not I want to do it.”

      Truth is I do know a tad about what I’m needed for—or at least I can guess. The council only has seven secret agents at their disposal. We ain’t used for milk runs.

      I’m not used for runs of any kind, really.

      I’m the odd duck.

      Mandy flips through a few of the files and shakes her head. “No interrogations on the books today.”

      With that, she heads down the hall to the lift.

      I follow. I bloody didn’t put on pants for nothing today.

      Mandy’s eyes go wide when she sees me join her in the lift. I lean against the side as we travel up. Staying upright is getting difficult. I’m in need of six gallons of coffee.

      “I told you I didn’t have anything for you to do today,” she says, shifting the files from one arm to the other.

      “Aye.”

      “Are you a pirate?”

      My knuckles pop as I flex my hands in and out of fists. Bloody hell, I miss my knife. “No.”

      “Then why do you say ‘aye’ all of the time?”

      Mandy’s not from around here—hell, I’m not from around here. We’re in Germany. Mandy’s from Iowa. And me? “I’m Scottish.”

      “Yeah, so is Pete from accounting.”

      Pete’s not Scottish. He’s from South Africa. He’s a bloody Englishman

      Mandy stares, waiting for me to either argue or give in and admit I pillage booty. I let the conversation die right there. I’m not a pirate. Or if I am, I’m a lousy one. I haven’t pillaged a decent booty in over six months.

      We hit the top floor of basic access and the machine stalls. A touchpad at the bottom of the button panel lights up as an automated voice says, “Top level access is restricted. Please place your right index finger on the touchpad for security verification.”

      Mandy eyes me as she follows the command. Technically, I don’t have clearance to travel up top—unless I hitch a ride with someone who does, that is.

      I dare her with my stare. The only way she’s keeping me from following her is to send us both back downstairs. She looks to be in a hurry, so I’m banking on her avoidance of extra travel as my golden ticket.

      “Verification complete," the voice says. "Welcome back, Ms. Rickman.”

      “You divorced?” I ask when the lift starts moving again.

      She has the look of violence in her eyes when she cuts them back to me. “No. Why?”

      “'Cause the system knows you as Ms. and not Miss.”

      Bonkers. Her look tells me I’m bonkers. Well, at least she doesn’t think I’m a goddamn pirate anymore.

      At any rate, the question keeps her distracted from the fact that she just granted me access to the top floor. She pushes past to exit first and heads off in what I assume is the direction of her office.

      I slide my hands in my pockets as I troll around the halls. It’s not that I haven’t been up here before. I have many times. Top floor is reserved for Council negotiations and data banks. I know, in a room about fifty feet in front of me, they assemble for meetings and trials and whatever the bloody hell they want to get together for. I’ve been in that room a lot.

      It’s not what I’m on about today.

      A few people cross my path. I don’t know them. They don’t know me. And yet they all try their damnedest to not make eye contact. Aye, they don’t know me, but they do know of the guy who wanders around the building sometimes swinging a knife.

      If only I still had that knife.

      I turn down a couple of halls until I hear the hum of servers and the clicking of computer keys. The door I'm heading for is open, but I knock on it anyway.

      “Hey, Marty,” I say.

      He glances up, eagerly peering through his geeky glasses until he sees it’s me. “MacNeal! How did you get up here?”

      “Ventilation shaft,” I say with a shrug.

      Marty blinks a few times with his mouth half-open. For one of the smartest people on staff, he’s honestly an idiot. I’m not saying I couldn’t figure out a way to get here through the air conditioning unit, but I wouldn’t do it in an Armani suit.

      “I hitched a ride with Mandy.”

      “Oh,” he says. “Yeah… Secretary Williams is out today.”

      “No shit. Why did you ring me?”

      He settles back in his custom leather desk chair that looks to have everything but a built in toilet installed and says, “Mistake.”

      I’m a lot of things. I’m a man who prefers a steak to a salad. I’m a man who likes men. I’m a man who doesn’t have much problem with killing someone.

      But I’m not a man you can lie to.

      I see right through it—every time.

      “Marty,” I say, remaining just inside the doorway. “Try that again. Why did you alert me that I needed to come in today?”

      Marty’s speccy. He’s short and round with curly hair and big glasses, and he doesn’t get out much. His life is computers and working in this office. He can’t hide that or change it—he’s got no play but to fess up.

      Even so, he says, “No, really, I meant to call someone else.”

      I flex my hands. “Who?”

      “You know I can’t tell you that.”

      That’s the truth. We’re not to know about each other’s missions in case we’re ever captured and tortured for such information.

      Bollocks.

      I end the exchange there. He’s not going to tell me anything. He calls my name a few times as I walk away, but I ignore him.

      This day is off to a shit start. The only thing that can save it now is… “Coffee.”

      I smell the blessed aroma a second before I find the lunchroom. It’s fancier than the ones downstairs. Real porcelain mugs sit next to the kettle instead of the Styrofoam crap I’m accustomed to. Figures.

      It’s always a better life at the top.

      I pour myself a cup and drink it straight. It’s weak, but it does the trick. I finish it in a matter of seconds and pour myself a second. I’m halfway through it when someone joins me in the room. Damn. I didn’t want to socialize today. I top off what’s left in my cup.

      “You gonna leave any for the rest of us there, Cougar?”

      I cringe as I put the kettle back. I don’t even have to turn around to know who’s here. His voice, that bloody nickname—it’s Ace, the council’s Israeli agent. Six feet tall, tanned skin, bright pearly smile… I’ve spent too many nights imagining his face that I don’t even have to look to see him.

      “I’m sure you can make your own coffee, pretty boy,” I say.

      He steps next to me, watching me—judging me, no doubt. He wears a pair of sunglasses that went out of style a decade before we were born, but I don’t have to see his eyes to know what he’s thinking. “No sugar? No cream?”

      “I like it straight.”

      I regret it the second the words are out of my mouth. I glance over and even though his eyes are covered I know I’d see humor in them. He doesn’t say it. He doesn’t have to.

      “Why are you here?” I ask.

      “I work here. Why… no, how are you here?” he asks, assembling a fresh round of coffee for the kettle.

      I slurp a mouthful of caffeine as I take a seat at the table and say, “Mandy.”

      “Aw, Mandy,” he says with this grin that tells me everything I need to know about their relationship.

      “So, you between jobs? Or did you just miss us?”

      He leans against the counter as the brew kicks in. “Bit of both.”

      “Did they call you in?”

      He nods. “Marty told me to be here an hour ago.”

      Marty. That little ferret.

      “So you have a mission?”

      “Occasionally. You?”

      He smirks as he says that, one of those smirks that warns he’s toying with me. I’m too tired to riddle out his game. I nurse my cup and watch as he takes his dear sweet bloody time assembling his. He pours a healthy dose of creamer and milk and sugar into the damn cup.

      “I think they have some cheese in the icebox if you want to add that, too,” I say.

      He takes a sip and hums. I try to ignore the way his Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows.

      “Sorry, Cougar, but unlike you, I like my coffee good and kinked.”

      I hold two fingers up—flipping him off.

      He takes the seat across from me with a laugh. “And to answer your question, I have two missions.”

      Two missions?

      I get dragged out of bed on my day off and can’t even get the time of day, while this bastard gets two missions?

      He wants a reaction. I’ve known the man long enough to know exactly what he’s doing. I ain’t gonna give him what he wants. It’s a long bit of minutes then as we both remain silent.

      I swallow the last of my coffee and stand to put the cup in the washer. Aye, they have a bloody dishwasher in this lunchroom.

      He’s still not talking—waiting for me. I have to admit I’m impressed. This is probably the longest he’s ever gone with not talking since I met him.

      He lasts until I get to the door, and then he says, “Two is more than zero.”

      Did this wanker just say his is bigger?

      “Size doesn’t matter, mate. At least, not to me.”

      He grins over the rim of his cup. “Is that right?”

      I’m done with it. All of it. The caffeine’s jump-starting my system, and all of these wankers can go screw themselves. I take the long way back to the lift, walking past Mandy’s office. She’s on the phone, flipping through a few of the files as she talks. I don’t even bother checking in with her. I’m over this day.

      A giant pin board hangs on the wall just past her door. It doesn’t have any overly vital information on it, since the details of missions aren’t things they want publicly aired, but it does have a few updates. I scan it, not breaking my stride. Only one bit of information sticks out to me.

      Recruitment trials are starting for the replacement of two agents.

      Ace stands next to the lift when I finally reach it. He must’ve taken some shortcut to beat me here. Or he’s a wizard who can walk through walls.

      “Right or left?” he asks.

      “I don’t care which way you step so long as you get out of my way.”

      His laugh is downright giddy. “Pick one. Right or left.”

      I don’t want to humor him, but I say, “Left,” just to end this bloody game.

      He holds out his left hand. More specifically, the burner phone in that hand for whatever mission he's got to do. I stare at it, and he nods for me to take it.

      “What are you on about?” I ask.

      “Figured I didn’t need to take care of both things,” he says. “Besides, you were sulking.”

      “Was not.”

      He’s walking away, laughing out loud at me.

      “What’s the mission?”

      “You’ll see.”

      I know what he means is that I’ll receive a text on the phone with the details, but I can’t help but feel like he knows he’s just stuck one to me, something I'm going to regret.

      The lift doors open with a ding.

      I really should have stayed in bed.
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      Escort detail. Do you accept?

      I stare at the text, dumbfounded.

      Escort detail—babysitting.

      Bugger that. I’m starting to think Ace only had one mission and he found a way to shove it off on me.

      Wanker.

      A debate sets off in my head. I don’t want to do it. Playing shadow is for lower level bodyguards, not trained operatives.

      I reply back, accepting the mission. What the bloody else do I have to do with myself tonight? Another text arrives immediately.

      Annual Conference of International Delegates Committed to Unified Peace. Tonight. Location, time, and diplomat name to follow.

      I stare at the text for a solid two minutes. Bloody hell, it’s a mouthful. It’s also pure wank. They should just name it the meeting of the global group of assholes who want to profit off of people’s fear of war.

      I flag a cab and head to my usual shop to upgrade my attire. I know it’s not protocol to have a usual place, or to store your specs on file with said place, but I’m not an outlet shopper. I’ve got a killer ass. It deserves a perfectly tailored suit.

      “Mr. MacNeal,” the owner, a white-haired German gentleman by the name of Weber, greets me.

      I shake his hand. I like shaking hands, testing a man’s courage in his grip. “I need a tux.”

      “Of course,” Weber says. His shop is small, not a single other customer in the place at this time of day. Normally an appointment is required.

      Unless you’re their best customer.

      “Would you like to try on the one you wore last time, or would you like to start fresh? We have the new spring collection in.”

      “Fresh,” I say without a pause. I never wear the same suit twice. He knows this, but it’s customary to at least offer me the option.

      Another text rings.

      17:30, lobby of Roomers. Marko Veltriv.

      The name stalls me for a moment. Marko. My Marko.

      He didn’t tell me he was in town.

      I’ve never told him I live here, either.

      “Do you require a rest, sir?” Weber asks.

      I’m standing on a platform with mirrors spread in front me, wearing a fresh pair of pants with chalk-drawn lines down the legs. Normally I would step down and give Marko a ring. Tease him and make plans to blow off the event.

      I shake my head. “Naw, keep going. I’m on a tight schedule.”

      Opposite to what I tell Weber, I take my time on the way to Roomers. I’m actually five minutes late when I arrive. Sven, Marko’s usual bodyguard, glares at me through the glass of the front door as I enter.

      I’ve often wondered if the Swedish hunk of meat would swing my way. He’s not lacking in the looks department, and he’s a huge beast of a man.

      Wouldn’t mind playing the cheese to his Danish.

      “You’re late,” he informs me, because apparently, he thinks my Rolex is a bracelet.

      “Aye.”

      I don’t bother asking where the spoiled idiot is. If I had been here on time, I would’ve caught him and Sven exiting the lift together. Now that I’m late, I know to find my way to the bar attached to the lobby.

      “Hand off will be at two,” Sven says.

      “Hand off,” I echo. I’m used to arranging a hand off, or a return of my charge, at the end of the night with every other diplomat I guard.

      I’ve never handed Marko back over after an event.

      I don’t question it. Sven has his orders and I have mine, and I’ll be bloody Satan if I’m about to act like some scorned lover right here in the middle of a hotel lobby.

      “Aye,” I say, shaking his hand.

      Goddamn, he has a strong grip. He probably tugs hard enough to draw blood. I watch him walk away, counting to ten before I head to the bar in search of Marko.

      I hear his laugh before I see his face. Christ spare me, the sound sets me off. I ain’t ever been one for romance or even the thought of love. I don’t think I’m in love with this kid, even though my heart speeds up as I search the crowd. But he gets me going like no one else has ever been able to, and that’s enough to screw with my body and mind whenever I’m around him.

      He’s seated at the far end of the bar with a girl on each arm.

      Slags.

      That’s not fair. I’m just jealous. Although, they do look like they hope to get paid by the end of the evening. I don’t care if they’re beautiful or trash, their appearance fades from my sight almost as soon as I spot them. I’m only looking at him.

      Marko Veltriv, one of the wealthiest little shits in all of Russia.

      He’s dressed in a tux, very similar to mine. The white collar of his undershirt is a crisp contrast to the black of his jacket. My eyes linger on his neck for a second as I mentally prepare myself to see his face.

      The bastard has the prettiest face.

      It’s a crime, really. No human should ever look that good.

      My eyes go straight to his lips first. They’re wrapped around the butt of a cigarette, smoke rolling between them as he says something that makes the girls laugh.

      Bloody hell, I’m sweating.

      When my sight finally reaches his eyes, bright blue and full of mischief, I see they’re fixed on me. There are times we fuck across rooms with just our eyes.

      Tonight is not one of those times.

      He says something to his guests and the trio stands together. He offers me little more than a nod as he leads them out. I’m not overly bothered about it. He’s on official business tonight—pretense is rule number one.

      Besides, walking behind him, I get to check out his ass. I’ll admit my ass comes in second next to his.

      And I do have a killer ass.

      I sit in the front passenger side of the limo, giving the driver the directions to the summit gala. I scan the buildings, the street, and every car that passes by for possible threat. It’s boring as shit.

      I pat my pocket. No knife.

      Shade owes me a new one.

      Marko rolls the divider that separates the front seat from the back down. Neither the driver nor I turn to look in. Marko likes a display—everyone who works for him knows that.

      Everyone who’s ever fucked him has lived it.

      The sounds of moans and the smell of sex eventually filter through the small opening, and I roll my eyes. We’re nearly to the carpark. He’s knee-deep in pussy and we’re just about to arrive.

      It’s a fast entry with just a quick scan of papers from the guards. Thankfully, they don’t want to look into the windows, as Marko and his guests are just finishing up.

      “0-100,” I tell the driver as I hop out.

      Marko’s already shoved his way out of the backseat, guestless.

      I tap on the window and the driver lowers it. “Take them back to whatever alley he found them in.”

      When I look back, Marko’s halfway to the carpark entrance.

      It’s gonna be like that tonight, aye?

      I jog to catch up, falling in step behind him as he joins the line entering the building. We have to pass through a metal detector, and I hand the man operating it my clearance to not remove my gun before I walk through.

      I keep two steps behind Marko at all times, eyes traveling over every face, every corner of the room. It’s an odd path he cuts tonight. Usually he doesn’t bother with the pleasantries, avoiding contact with the other dignitaries. Tonight, he seeks them out, shaking every hand, remembering the name of every obscure relative that he’s been introduced to over the years.

      I’m not sure what his angle is in all of it.

      “I want to get a drink before dinner,” he tells me—or more like he shouts it over his shoulder and assumes I’m standing there, hanging on his every word.

      Which, technically, I am.

      I follow him to the bar. The crowd is thinner in here as everyone has begun to move towards the dining hall for the meal.

      Marko orders a double shot of vodka, leaning on the bar as he waits for his drink.

      I don’t expect small talk. I don’t even know why it bothers me that he’s trying so hard to ignore me. It’s all part of the same charade we always play.

      But something feels different tonight. Something I know I won’t be enjoying later.

      He snatches the glass once it’s in front of him and doesn’t take a breath before he shoots the hard clear liquor back. “Another,” he says before the glass hits the bar. He does that three times before he’s ready to face dinner.

      He adjusts his coat as he turns, and for the first time, I realize he’s wearing the pin that used to be attached to his father’s coat, signifying that he’s now a trusted member of the Russian government.

      That’s a big bloody change.

      “Well,” he says. And for a second, I think he’s asking my opinion about the new accessory, but then he nods towards the door.

      I step aside to let him lead, holding my breath so I don’t smell his cologne. I have to stand at the ready for the next two hours. I’d rather not do that hard as a rock.

      Once we’re in the dining hall, we separate. He walks to his table and I stand along the wall amongst the rest of the bodyguards. We look like a ridiculous conga line of black suits and earpieces. One man is even wearing shades. Indoors.

      Bloody wankers.

      Marko is seated at a table with ten other people—various heads of state from Russia, who I recognize but don’t care to remember. It doesn’t escape my notice that his parents aren’t in attendance tonight. The pin makes more sense now. He’s replaced his father as an official for the government.

      Speeches are made, toasts given, as we settle in against the perimeter for a few hours of total wank. My leg aches, but I ignore it, scanning the room.

      Somewhere between the second main course and the first dessert, Marko excuses himself from the table. I follow him in a direct path to the door, falling in two steps behind him as he marches down the hall. He jumps when we reach the men’s room as if he didn’t notice me until I held the door for him.

      “Yebat’, Coogan,” he says. “I don’t need you to hold it for me.”

      I have several responses on the tip of my tongue, but I hold them back. I know what he’s saying. I’m eager. Too eager. This is a piss-ant assignment, nothing that requires upper level security. Marko’s father most likely called in a favor from the council and requested he be shadowed, and Ace handed it off to me because he knew it would be boring. And I’ve been so isolated lately that I’m coming off as fawning over Marko like a lovesick puppy begging for his attention.

      “I’ll wait out here,” I say.

      “Go wherever the fuck you want.”

      It shouldn’t bother me, but his words sting. I fight the urge to follow him, shove him against the wall, and show him where the fuck I want to go. He can’t… no, he won’t fuck around in public anymore. That message is loud and clear now. The little button on his chest says it all.

      I lean against the wall with my arms crossed over my chest—bored as shit.

      I’m staring at the ground when the toilet door opens. “Gani?”

      My eyes practically jump out of my skull as I glance up at the man exiting the men’s room. I’m slapped straight across the cheek with shock. “Bret?”

      He’s a bloody sight for sore eyes.

      He holds his hand out, but I throw my arms around him in a hug instead of shaking it.

      “Aw, Gani,” he says, laughter in his voice as he slaps my back. “Good to see you, old man.”

      “Aye, you as well.”

      We break apart, and I keep my hands on his shoulders. It’s been too long since I’ve seen him—seventeen bloody years, in fact. I can’t say what’s different about his appearance, because everything’s changed. Neither of us looks like the lads we were back then, but yet, it’s still him.

      He wears a pin on his lapel much like the one Marko is sporting, only his warns that he’s connected to the representative of the Scottish Labor Unions—or, as most in my hometown would call it, the Scottish Mob. I suppose some things never change.

      It does strike me as odd that he would be here, though. Never knew that organization to be interested in peace.

      “How long are you in town?” I ask, noticing the toilet door open again.

      Marko stalls in the doorway when he sees me occupied.

      “I fly out tomorrow evening,” Bret says. “You working? You want to grab a pint?”

      My eyes meet Marko’s, and I’m slightly gratified by the hurt that flashes in his before he struts off in a huff.

      “Aye,” I say. “Working, but I'll meet you at Roomers after two. You’re buying.”

      I slap Bret's shoulder and move to leave.

      “Aye, sounds good,” he says. “Aw, Gani. I knew when a grasshopper drowned in the puddle outside my hotel this morning that I’d be seeing someone important.”

      Just like the Bret I remember, still full of shit like that.

      I go back into the dining hall, finding Marko’s seat empty. I scan the room, not seeing his face.

      Bloody hell.

      I step back into the hall, crossing into the bar. No Marko.

      “Hey, pal,” I say, waving the barman over. “Young guy I was here with earlier, loved the vodka, did you happen to see him?”

      “Yeah, heading towards the front a minute ago.”

      I thank him and jog to the front door. Went from being his second skin to losing him in a matter of seconds. Rookie mistake.

      A security detail is still in full-force on the stairs. I don’t have to ask them if they’ve seen Marko. He’s standing at the curb, smoking.

      There’s a bite to the air tonight. Marko never wears a coat, just his suit. He’s standing on the sidewalk like it’s warm and sunny. He told me once that growing up in Siberia made him appreciate real cold. I have to agree with him. Winters in Scotland were a bitch of freeze as well.

      I stay two feet away from him, surveying the street and the buildings that line it.

      “I can piss alone. I can smoke alone.”

      “Not on my watch,” I say. “Besides, you can smoke inside the building. If you were a regular smoker, you would have known that.”

      “I smoke regularly.”

      The cough that follows the next exhale tells me he’s not lying, but he’s not telling the truth, either. He smokes a lot, aye, but normally, it’s of a weed variety and not a cigarette. This is a recent habit he’s picked up.

      “Is pussy exclusive for you now, too?”

      “That’s an inappropriate question, Mr. MacNeal.”

      “Aye, sir, sorry. Report me to my supervisor… preferably before you fuck your own mother.”

      The women, the cigarettes, the binge drinking, and the pin all equal one pathetic carbon copy of Marko’s father—Roman Veltriv. It’s becoming more than I can stomach.

      “Fuck you,” Marko whispers, cutting his eyes to me.

      “You used to,” I say, nodding towards the cigarette in his hand. “I dare say much more than you’ve ever smoked one of those.”

      He flicks the butt from between his fingers, stamping it out on the sidewalk. I know he did it just to shut me up. His jaw is tense, his shoulders squared. He glares across the street as if he can will me away with indifference.

      He can’t.

      I check my watch. “I think there’s another speech set for the top of the hour.”

      “Don’t care.”

      “You didn’t say goodbye to your new best friends.”

      “They’ll get over it.”

      I tap my shoe against the concrete, letting out a low whistle. “Anything else you want to do tonight?”

      He shoots me an annoyed look, and I know my eyes are begging him to say he wants to do me. He sighs and turns his attention back to the road. “I’ve called for the car. I just want to get back to the hotel.”

      He called for the car? In all the years I’ve known Marko, he’s never done something like that for himself. He was raised with servants, with the idea that most everyone was put on this earth to cater to his desires.

      What gives?

      I check my watch again, this time realizing that it’s not even ten o’clock yet. “Are you ill?”

      “Da. I’m sick,” he says, anger evident in every line of his body. “Sick of you. Why are you here?”

      “Babysitting,” I say with an equal amount of frustration. The kid likes to throw tantrums that lead to rough sex, but this feels different. Everything has been different since Russia.

      I pat my pocket for my missing knife.

      “I specifically told them I didn’t want you to shadow me anymore. I talked to Representative Kozhin directly.”

      He did what? Huh, perhaps that's why Ace was meant to have this assignment tonight and not me. I don’t know how to feel about that.

      I ask, “Why?”

      He laughs, but the humor he shared with the girls at the bar earlier is gone. This is the laugh of someone in on a joke at my expense. He’s got knowledge I’m unaware of, and he’s about to cut me down with it.

      “How long have we known each other?” he asks.

      “Six… no, seven years.”

      “How many times have you told me to grow up?”

      “Too many to keep track of.”

      “And how often did you say ‘it’s only a matter of time’?”

      My guts twist and burn until pain radiates from my middle and out to every corner of my body. I don’t like where this in-person Dear John is heading. Not because the boy thinks he’s breaking it off with me, but because of what I know it really means. “So you really are your father now?”

      I’m trapped in some horribly cliché melodrama, timed perfectly for the limo to pull up at that exact moment. I reach for the handle only to be shoved away by Marko’s side as he opens the door.

      I pride myself on being a tough bastard. So, naturally, I don’t wait for him to leave me standing on the curb like his discarded cigarette. I plow my way in behind him, sitting in the side seat while he takes the one along the back.

      His glare is rather impressive. I’ll give him that. “You just don’t know when you’re not wanted, do you?”

      That tickles me a tad. Just about everyone in my life bitches when I pop up, but damn near all of them are thankful to have me around in the end.

      “Well, my boss told me to watch you until your other bodyguard arrives. So, aye, I know exactly where I’m wanted.”

      “Then keep this professional, Mr. MacNeal.”

      “As you wish, sir,” I say with a wink.

      It gets under his skin. I get under his skin. I can tell. He wrings his hands in his lap, and I watch his knee slowly start to bounce. He’s wound up, that’s easy to detect, and I know why.

      Marko has a fetish for fucking in cars.

      I relax back against the leather seat, spreading my legs so wide that my knee bumps his.

      His body tenses, but he doesn’t pull away. “How’s your leg?”

      I don’t point out that such questions aren’t professional. I like the sound of his voice too much.

      The spot on my leg he’s referring to aches as I think about it. It’s a double pain as I recall it now. My best friend, a fellow agent, stabbed me with my own knife. To be fair, she wasn’t in her right mind. And honestly, I probably deserved it. It was a wake-up call about a lot of aspects of my life.

      Namely, realizing no matter how hard I tried to keep him separate, Marko still ended up woven into this other half of my life. I hadn’t known Shade had a connection to him until all the shit went down six months ago. I haven’t asked either of them about it. It’s not my place to know. They’re consenting adults. Marko and I have never pledged anything deeper than our desires to each other.

      Still, the ache stretches up my body and stings my chest all the same. Has she gotten to see him these past few months?

      Has he gotten to see her?

      “It still does what it’s made for,” I tell him.

      It feels like a longer, slower drive back to the hotel than it had been from it. The streets are dark. Our voices naturally hush to keep from overwhelming the small space within the limo. Marko’s left the dividing window up this time. Now he wants privacy.

      “Da,” Marko says, moving his hands to his lap. He rubs them up and down the long length of his thighs. He’s nervous.

      He should know he never has to be anxious around me. I would never push him to do what he doesn’t want to do, even if it’s talk about whatever has changed in his life.

      “How’s your shoulder?” I ask, remembering he walked away just as brutally hurt from the events that unraveled in November.

      He presses his palm to the spot and shrugs. Now he shrugs. Back when it happened, he was thrilled to have a battle wound he could use as a conversation piece. He figured girls would swoon if they knew he got shot shielding his own bodyguard just as their limo was forced off the road and into the Hudson River. I have a feeling the fallout that followed is what changed his mind.

      Battle scars are awesome to those who did not survive the war that caused them.

      There’s something else in the movement—something in his eyes as he averts them again. I wouldn’t push him to talk about it before, but now I realize he wants to talk about what’s going on in his life. He wants me to push him.

      Whatever you want, kid.

      “Seriously, Marko,” I say, pointing to the pin that seems to wink at me as it reflects the lights from outside the car. “Why?”

      He trains his sight out the side window, keeping his face half hid from me as he says, “It helps me do what I’m made for.”

      I know the moment is serious, but the dramatic tone in his voice makes me lose my shit. I laugh. Hard. I’m still laughing when he finally looks at me.

      “What you’re made for?” I chuckle some more. “Last time I checked, you’re a man and not a genetically-enhanced diplomatic cyborg.”

      “Shut up,” he says, shoving my knee with his.

      There’s a pout on his lips, and mine twitch as I watch his mouth. He’s enjoying this. He might say otherwise, but I know him better than he knows himself. This is the shit that binds us together. I’m the only one who can get to him this way. And I bloody love that he offers me the challenge.

      I like Marko. I daresay I like him more than anyone else I’ve ever met. I can lose days—weeks—doing nothing but him, locking us away in our fabricated home in his secret apartment in Manhattan. Marko makes everything easy—simple.

      There are no simple things in my life.

      My skin itches and my dick’s half-hard. I’m hungry and aching, and he looks like he can satisfy every desire I could ever have. It’s been half a year since we’ve been in the same space for this long. His cologne is filling my lungs. My eyes can’t look at anything but his face.

      Time to push some more.

      “You don’t have to worry about that,” I say, licking my dry lips.

      “Let it go,” he whispers.

      I shake my head when he looks to me. “You don’t have to be all that bullshit with me. You know that.”

      He’s pleading with the hard set of his eyes, sweat forming along the curve of his high forehead. He tries to swallow and his Adam’s apple bobs with hesitation.

      I know you, boy. I know you’re thinking exactly what I’m thinking.

      I slide off the seat, onto my knees.

      “Don’t.”

      I’ve played enough with Marko to know he doesn’t always mean it when he says that. We have a specific word we use when we really want to the other one to stop, and he hasn’t said that yet. But, though I often think with my dick, I’m not one myself.

      I rest back on my heels, one hand on the seat I just vacated and the other braced on the door just past his right knee. His legs are still spread open, inviting me in. There’s no real fear in his body. It’s all in his eyes.

      He wants me.

      And that scares him.

      “I won’t,” I promise, crossing my heart with two fingers. “Scot’s honor.”

      My little joke. I’m no boy scout, but I do live my life by the honor of my homeland. It’s really more a saying I used to tell Shade when we were in training, but I’ve shared it with Marko from time to time, too.

      He shifts in his seat, hands on his thighs again. “Stop doing that.”

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      He tilts his head back, staring at the roof. “I stopped using.”

      I’m not overly surprised to hear that. His mother watched over him while he recovered from his gunshot, and with his transition into governmental affairs, he would be under scrutiny.

      But I don’t point that out. I just nod and move my hands closer to his knees. “Good. I like your face. It would be a shame if it suddenly didn’t have a nose.”

      I touch my right index finger to the side of his leg, eliciting a sharp intake of breath from him.

      “I said to stop.”

      “You did.”

      He peeks down at me, only moving his eyes, and I smirk.

      “I gave up drinking… mostly.”

      “You drank your weight in vodka earlier.”

      “I said mostly. I needed it tonight.”

      I ease my right hand on to his knee. “Why?”

      He takes a shaky breath. “I’ve given up fucking around.”

      I can’t help the laugh that escapes me. “Like hell. You fucked two women on this very seat tonight.”

      “I mean with men.”

      Ah, now we get to the root of his worries. I was never supposed to happen in his life. He was supposed to grow up and be a good little communist—marry a strong-jawed woman and birth the next generation of snotty rich Veltrivs. But then he met me, and I showed him parts of himself he hadn’t dreamt were there.

      I ain’t never been in a closet, and I won’t be shoved into one now. Even so, I know how heavy the weight of being oneself can become.

      “We don’t have to fuck, Marko.”

      I’ll admit my body is in a right state of anger over that declaration, but I mean it. I won’t be forcing myself on anyone, ever. I understand the rock and the hard place he’s wedged between.

      I used to live there myself.

      “I want to,” he says. “I need you.”

      Bloody hell, his voice is painful to hear.

      Both of my hands are now on his thighs, an inch from his hands. I bow my head, at a loss for the right thing to say. He’s got me. Always. He knows that.

      “I thought I could do it,” he says. “I gave it all up… so why can’t I let you go?”

      I look up just as he looks down, and I know he’s giving in.

      “Because I’m yours. Whether you want me or not, I’ll always be yours.”

      Bloody hell, I’m a sap, but then, he is, too. Those words break down this wall he’s built between us. He leans forward, grabbing my collar to pull me to him. Our lips meet with a force that nearly draws blood.

      Goddamn, I forgot how skilled his mouth is.

      His taste brings back a part of me I shove aside when I’m not with him. It wakes me up and makes me feel. I forget where we are, what we were doing, and just give over to what he does to me.

      The world is a simple place again.

      I’m just a man, kissing another man.

      Simple. Easy.

      I scoot closer, leaning against his lap. I draw my hands up his thighs, straight to the bulge straining above. His pants are tight. The little shit knows the tighter they’re tailored, the better his ass looks, but I work one of my hands under the waist. He groans into my mouth when my fingers wrap around what part of him I can feel in the confining space.

      “Yebat’,” he whispers, running his hands up my shoulders and gripping handfuls of my red hair.

      Fuck, don’t mind if I do.

      I push forward until he’s sprawled out against the seatback, hitching one of my legs under his to gain more leverage in his pants. I stroke until he’s panting and whispering my name. I’m caught up, losing time, and thrusting my own swollen crotch against the edge of the seat as I continue to rub him.

      Nothing else ever feels this good.

      A hard knock on the door breaks us apart. We were both so engrossed that neither of us noticed the car stopping or the driver climbing out. I’m blinking and breathing like I’ve just resurfaced from the bottom of the ocean. Marko’s pale cheeks are covered in red blotches as he fights to regain composure. He straightens his tie, pulling my hand from his pants to adjust himself. We ain’t gonna fool anyone when we step out of this car. We’re both pitching it, red faced, breathing heavily. He shoves my shoulders and I move away from him, running a hand through my hair.

      I take a deep breath that does little more than remind me how wonderful he smells. Then, in the next breath, I open the door and step out first. I pray it’ll be a quiet night with no spectators mulling about, but Marko likes to stay in the trendy hipster hotels where the clients have rooms just for the shower and rarely ever sleep.

      A sea of twenty-somethings stands at the curb, talking and laughing, drinking and groping. I scan the crowd twice before I step far enough away for Marko to exit the limo. He’s so eager to get out that he bumps into my back as he closes the door.

      Goddamn if my dick doesn’t twitch just from that small, harmless touch.

      Life is complicated again. I have to be an agent, on guard and ready to serve, when really I’m still just a man, horny and wishing I could just pull him into my arms and kiss him some more.

      Can’t ever be like that in public. Not with him.

      I thank the driver and excuse him for the night. Then I cut a path for Marko to the lobby. More than one female calls out to him as we work our way to the lift, but he offers them only a polite wave in recognition.

      Leave it to Marko to have groupies waiting at the hotel for him.

      I don’t know how long he’s been in town this time. There’s no telling how many days he’s spent entertaining as many females as possible. Doesn’t matter, though. He’s been to Frankfurt many times. He favors Roomers as the spot to rest his head. I wouldn’t be surprised if these girls knew him from a visit ages ago.

      Marko makes a sound somewhere between a growl and a whimper when we have to wait for the lift. It makes me smile.

      Those girls don’t know shit about him. He might have fucked them in the hallway, or even tempted them into a full night in his bed, but they don’t know anything about him if they can’t see the glazed look in his eyes right now. His legs can’t be still as we wait. His hands flex in and out of fists.

      I know what makes him so anxious.

      It’s the same reason I have to keep my hands in my pockets and my eyes on anything but him right now. It’s something primal, simple—lust.

      The bloody device finally dings and of course two other couples step on to ride up with us. Marko takes up a spot in the far corner. I keep in front of him, as any quality bodyguard would do, and try not to moan when I’m forced to shove against him to make room for the others.

      He’s harder than he was in the limo, if that’s even possible.

      The first pair gets off on the second floor and the next stay on for a few more. I step away to put some space between us once we’re alone. In a hotel room or backseat of a limo with tinted windows is one thing. This is still too public.

      The lift stops on the top floor and I step out. I secure the hallway and take his room key from him so I can enter first. I don’t get the chance to sweep the suite for threats before he grabs me from behind, tossing me against the closed door.

      “Just tonight,” he says. That despair is back in his voice.

      Just tonight. I told him that the first time I met him. It’s all we’ve ever promised each other—one night at a time.

      I roll my hips forward, making both of us groan. “Just tonight—press your luck.”

      His lips are on mine again and I waste no time picking up where I left off, ripping his fly down. He doesn’t believe in underwear. It’s one of the many things I enjoy about him. Pants are enough of a nuisance. Forgoing everything underneath allows for instant dick retrieval.

      As a soldier, I appreciate efficiency.

      He’s so hard I don’t have to do much but pull the fabric apart and his erection is unleashed. My body begs me to undo my pants next, but I ignore its plea. It’s been ages. I want to remind him why he let me in tonight—remind him what I promised six years ago. I drop to my knees, catching him off guard. He stares down at me in a right proper daze with his mouth hanging open. I don’t give him a chance to catch up before I take him into my mouth.

      He hisses, grabbing at my hair to keep his balance. “Yebat’.”

      Oh, I plan to fuck you, boy. Make no mistake about that.

      He thrusts his hips as I work my tongue along his length, stroking what doesn’t fit in my mouth with a firm grip. He doesn’t like to take it easy, Marko. He’s all about slamming on the gas and slapping my chin with his balls, damn near gagging me to death each time he plunges in. He’s a spoiled brat, taking what he wants without asking for permission.

      And I willingly give him everything I have to give.

      I take him in, swallowing when I feel him hit the back of my throat. He groans. He cusses. He pulls my hair.

      That’s my signal that he’s getting close. Damn, he got there fast. Those girls he’s been wasting his time with must not do this for him. Oh, they get on their knees, I’m sure. Just about everyone in this man’s life has sat in this position. But this reminds me that I’m the only one who does this to him.

      “Get out of me,” he says, the words broken between strained breaths. He looks like he’s expelling demons. “Get out… pozhaluysta.”

      Please.

      I close my eyes, blocking out what I’m pretty sure he’s asking, and finish him off. A few more thrusts, some perfectly executed strokes, and he’s moaning my name. Coogan.

      Funny, I think, as I open my eyes, that the only time I like the sound of my name is when it’s in his mouth.

      He steps away once he’s done—all sharp breaths and muscle jerks as he kicks his shoes off and removes the rest of his clothes. I stare at him, so turned on I’m ready to just pop off without even pulling my own pants down.

      Marko won’t allow that. He runs his fingers through my hair, tugging my head back so I look up to him.

      “Spasibo,” he says, pressing a gentle kiss to my swollen lips.

      I smile—giddy from the loss of blood to my head, no doubt. “Pleasure was all mine, sir.”

      He shakes his head, running one hand down my body, straight to my crotch. He strokes me, and even though a layer of fabric separates my dick and his hand, it feels like the real deal. He’s gone again then, walking further into the room to get something.

      I should follow him. The bed would be a lot more comfortable than this floor.

      But he’s back in a few seconds, carrying a condom in one hand and a tube of lube in the other. I groan, closing my eyes and slamming my head back against the door. He drops the items on the floor next to me, undressing me from the waist down.

      Bloody hell, I swoon when he takes charge.

      He isn’t gentle. I don’t want him to be. By the time he preps me and climbs onto my lap, teasing my tip with that pert little ass of his, I’m a writhing mess.

      “Who was he?”

      The question pulls me up short. My bare behind slides on the tile of the entryway, my dick straining to close the distance between our bodies. My brain is by no means functioning on an answer-giving level at the moment.

      “Who?” I ask.

      “The man in the hall.”

      The man in the hall. I think of a hundred different halls with thousands of different men. “What bloody man in what bloody hall?”

      Does the boy not understand that half the blood meant for my cranium is located elsewhere right now?

      “The one you hugged in public.”

      That hurt is back in his eyes, cutting through my lust-fueled haze. I realize exactly who he’s talking about. “Aw, Bret.”

      His eyebrows do this endearing bend and flex as he repeats, “Bret?”

      I nod, losing the ability to breathe deep enough to keep talking. “An old friend.”

      It doesn’t happen often, and I daresay it doesn’t happen with many more people than I, but I see a rare moment of insecurity in Marko’s eyes.

      I lean forward, wrapping my arms around him. “Just a friend, whom I never have, nor would I ever, fuck.”

      That’s all the assurance he needs.
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      I don’t pay attention to the time until Marko kicks the alarm clock off the bedside table hours later. Luckily, it was during his big finish so it caught my attention. Otherwise, the damn room could have caught fire and I wouldn’t have noticed.

      “Told you the bed isn’t big enough for that,” he says as I shove off of him and crawl to the side to retrieve the alarm clock.

      The damn thing is cracked down the center. The screen displays wonky versions of numbers. I can’t tell what the time was before it died. “You’ll have to replace it.”

      He flops against my back with his chin between my shoulder blades and his fingers running through my hair. “Broken time is the only place we get to exist.”

      I roll my eyes, tossing the clock on the floor. “You a philosopher now?”

      “I’ve lived seven lives since we last met and each one ended with despair.”

      I glance over my shoulder to make sure he’s not stoned on something he told me he’s sworn off. The boy’s always had a thing for poetry, but he doesn’t sound like himself right now. He sounds a hell of a lot like… Bret.

      Bollocks.

      I told him I’d meet him in the bar around two. I roll away from Marko, ignoring his whiny protests for me to come back to bed as I locate the phone I had in my coat pocket.

      “Two-forty, damn.”

      “What?” Marko asks. He’s sprawled out across the bed in his naked glory, fingertips and toes touching the edges as he stares straight up. “Did I keep you past the time for your date with the man you can hug in public?”

      I’m already dressing when I assure him again. “He’s a childhood friend. You know I don’t visit Scotland anymore. Am I not allowed to speak to anyone but you?”

      He turns his head to glare at me. “You haven’t said more than ten words to me tonight.”

      “Oh, fuck off,” I say, buttoning my shirt.

      Marko lets loose one of his dramatic sighs. “I suppose I’ll have to do that alone from now on.”

      I grab my coat and slip on my shoes before I march to the bed. With one knee on the mattress, I lean down and kiss him. It’s not gentle and lingering like he prefers. It’s hard and possessive—the way I like it. He grunts from the force.

      “I daresay, I’ve fucked you enough for a few of those lifetimes already.”

      Marko’s eyes are filled with those worries I’ve seen all night long. It stalls me a tad longer. I kiss him again, this time soft and slow, swirling my tongue around his. I count to twenty in my head before pulling away. That’s it. That’s my 'so long for now'. I won’t be back before he leaves. We’re not the type who say goodbye. We’re more like a winter storm that way. We breeze in, fuck up everyone’s plans, and then we leave.

      I don’t wait for his reaction. This is me exiting stage left under his just for tonight demand. Bret is a convenient excuse to leave. I’d be hard pressed to follow through with my promise if I didn’t have an old friend to meet.

      Sven stands in the hall across from the door when I exit. He doesn’t ask any questions, doesn’t even bother looking up to make sure it’s me coming out of the room. He’s reading a newspaper written entirely in German.

      “Guten Morgen,” I say, knotting my tie.

      He shoots an annoyed look over the edge of his paper but doesn’t utter a word.

      Oh yeah. Sven would let me ride his ass if the opportunity ever presented itself.

      I take the lift down, alone this time, and find an equally empty lobby. The bar never closes, but I see only a few stray drunks in the far corners of the room.

      No Bret.

      Damn.

      “Beg your pardon,” I say to the barman, who’s so bored he’s reading a book next to the cash register. “Have you seen a man, uh… about my height, brown hair… nice suit…?” I’m describing half the patrons of this hotel with that vague description and I know it. What’s worse, I suddenly feel as if I don’t know Bret at all. Was he wearing glasses? Did he have facial hair? He was wearing MacGinty’s pin—that I remember.

      “You MacNeal?” he asks.

      “Aye.”

      He reaches beneath the bar, producing an envelope with my name on it. “He left this for you.”

      Left me something? What the bloody hell for? We were just meeting for a pint.

      I tear it open, finding nothing but a business card inside.

      I stare at it, confused.

      Barry Bricken.

      I’ve never heard of the man.

      There’s no explanation as to what his business is, no other information except a phone number.

      I flip it over in my hand, leaning against a barstool.

      This has to be some mistake, or a joke I’m not understanding. Maybe Bret meant to leave me his card and grabbed this instead. Maybe it’s an alias. A lot of representatives travel with aliases for safety. Wouldn’t put it past MacGinty to make his men have more than one identity. God knows he had me sporting two faces the whole time I was in his crew.  I’m not a fan of mysteries I can’t solve, so I shrug it off. Maybe it’s best to leave the past in the past.

      I take out my wallet and slide the card into an open spot in it before thanking him and leaving.

      These past few hours of distraction have been marvelous, but all good things do come to an end. I ain’t got an assignment, and I promised Marko I wouldn’t push for more, so I head out into the early morning to get some rest.
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      I’m having one of those mornings—or afternoons, really. I woke up in my current hotel room with my bed empty, but my body felt like I’d been good and fucked. I stubbed my toe getting out of the shower. It was raining when I stepped outside and now my hair is matted to my head like a helmet.

      Top it off, I’m staring at the kettle, desperate for some caffeine when it makes a whirling noise and sparks shoot from the base.

      “Bloody hell!”

      I unplug it just as the main receptionist walks into the employee lounge. “What did you do?”

      My eyes are hooded with the need for more sleep, adding to my pathetic appearance of drowned rat. I shrug. “I just walked into the room.”

      The receptionist—I have not the slightest clue what her name could be—judges me with her eyes as she moves toward the thing. “You didn’t stab it with your knife, did you?”

      She’s got her back to me as she inspects it, and I hold two fingers up. She must have eyes in the back of her head, because she turns and catches me. She doesn’t say anything, but I can tell she knows what it means.

      “Sorry,” I say. “I just need some coffee.”

      “Well, thanks to you, no one can have any until this one is replaced.”

      I take no offense to her attitude, waving to her as she leaves the room. I’m the moody bastard with a knife, remember?

      Or, well, I had one…

      I need a break—a bloody holiday. But I don’t have anywhere to go.

      I had such a place six months ago.

      I could never get used to this part of the job. We were trained to be nobodies who lived nowhere. Always on the move. Shade took to that like a fish to water. They practically had to force her to come in for debriefings. All the other agents come and go as they’re requested, fading into oblivion when they’re not needed.

      Me? I just hang out here nowadays, waiting, and annoying the piss out of the employees—and the appliances, apparently.

      It’s a direct product of my skill, really. Ace is best with undercover recon. Shade is the best assassin. Viper can locate people, even when they’re presumed dead. And Spider is best with linguistics. I’m the interrogator.

      I’m the guy who gets to talk to the bad guy after the cool agents find him. That is, unless Shade kills the wanker before they bring him in. There’s not much need for me out in the field, so I wait here until someone needs a talking to.

      I navigate through the halls to the hub of Council activity. I’ve seen the Secret Service of four of the seven Council members mulling about. That tells me there’s some sort of to-do happening today. I tap my knuckles on the open door to Secretary William’s office.

      He’s here today—seated at his desk, glasses at half-mast on his nose. He reads something, and though he’s silent, his lips move. I have a fair training in lip-reading. I gather enough in the few seconds before he acknowledges me to know the material is about bombings.

      “MacNeal?”

      “Sir.”

      “Thanks for coming in,” he says, waving to a seat at the end of his desk.

      He has a small office—almost a closet, really. None of the other Council members have a dedicated space in the building. They prefer to visit only when necessary, whereas Secretary Williams spends more time here than he does on U.S. soil. And yet, his office is barely big enough to turn around in.

      For some reason, I like that about him.

      “What do we got?” I ask.

      He shuffles the report he was reading under a pile of other reports, searching for something as he mutters under his breath. “Ha,” he says, producing an electronic mouse from under the stacks of paperwork on his desk. His computer is ancient—like, I’m not even sure how the tech guys agreed to let him keep it kind of ancient—but he seems comfortable with it as he locates a file. “How much do you know about what’s going on with the Hattori Corporation?”

      “Hattori,” I say, running through the various names in my memory.  “Akito Hattori is a chemist from Japan who runs a shiny new company that specializes in chemical weaponry research. I’ve heard some buzz about defense contracts, but Japan isn’t one to share too much information on that front.”

      He nods, clicking buttons on his keyboard until a video begins to play. It’s a park somewhere in Japan. A man and woman are talking, taking a video of themselves kissing. I look past them, at the massive building in the distance. It’s a manufacturing facility of some sort. The distance blurs the signs, but I’ve put two and two together that it belongs to the Hattori Corporation. The weather is beautiful, sunny. Nothing seems out of place.

      Seconds tick by.

      Minutes.

      I’m bracing myself for something major, like one of those scenes in those movies Marko likes to watch, where entire blocks is leveled in the blink of an eye.

      Nothing happens, though.

      No boom.

      No sirens. No screams.

      The man in the video pulls away to cough, and the woman covers her mouth, like she just can't breathe. The camera is forgotten, the footage spinning the world around in a haze of color as they both continue to cough. I can tell it’s not normal. One of them sounds like they’re choking.

      I count seconds in my head.

      I’m at fifty-five when the camera hits the ground. It’s angled towards the building, neither of the people in the shot anymore. The silence and lack of shadows in the frame tells me they’re dead.

      Secretary Williams closes the feed, giving me a minute to process what I’ve witnessed.

      “Outbreak?” I ask.

      He shoves his glasses higher on his nose and shakes his head. “No… well, we don’t know. This is a viral video picked up by techs roughly twenty-four hours ago. There haven’t been any incidents of sickness reported. In fact, that couple was never taken to the hospital or reported dead.”

      That doesn’t sit right in my bones. An outbreak would affect too many for it to be hidden that well. But regulations prohibit unauthorized testing on civilians in just about every corner of the world. That suggests it might have been an accident, maybe even a controlled one.

      I don’t like the thought of that.

      “What do you need me to do?”

      “We have an agent on site bringing Akito in for questioning.”

      He doesn’t specify which agent, and I don’t ask him who it is. I have a pretty good idea who they would send. It’s meant as a safeguard to prevent me from having intel on my fellow agents. Never really works, though. We’re trained to find shit that people don’t want found. We all pretty much know exactly what each other are up to at all times.

      “Just stick close," he says. "He should hopefully be here within the next day or so.”

      “Aye.”
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      der Umkleide—or The Locker Room in German. The only watering hole I make myself a regular at in Frankfurt.

      I tap the butt of my mug to the bar and wave for the barman to give me another. I focus on my plate of bangers and mash. It’s not what they call it here. I don’t care what they call it here. I’m just hungry and it tastes good.

      “Not working today?” the barman, a fella by the name of Marcus, asks.

      I stuff a spoonful in my mouth and offer him a silent shrug. I spend a lot of down time in this place. I know a lot of the regulars by name. But that doesn’t mean I let any of them know me.

      I check my watch as I finish the last of my meal. It’s getting late. The sun has gone down and Marko already caught his flight back to Russia.

      Back home.

      Wonder if I should’ve gone with him to the airport? Naw, that’s daft. We wouldn’t be able to do more than exchange a heated look while in public. I send up a silent prayer that he’ll be safe on his journey. And another, asking for a time very soon that we can share a bed again.

      Is it a sin to pray for that?

      I busy my hand by twirling the butter knife. It’s nothing like my old knife. The weight is off. The lack of handles and hinges feels wrong. I miss my knife something awful. A few minutes later, as I watch the night crowd filter in, I hear a throat clear beside me. The barman nods to the metal in my hand and I relinquish it without a fuss. It wasn’t doing the trick, anyway.

      The bar is close to Council headquarters and even closer to a government building that sees a lot of foot traffic from newly recruited German soldiers. A couple of lads in smart uniforms saunter in. They’re eighteen if they’re a day—boys, playing at being men.

      I ain’t saying I wouldn’t fuck one. It’s just once you reach a certain age experience really is a treasure to be found.

      One of them walks to the other end of the bar, putting in an order for his whole group. Our eyes meet for a second and I see it—the recognition that tells me he appreciates a man with experience, too.

      That’s what I love about this bar—what I love about this country. It’s not a crime to be who we are.

      Reminds me a bit of home.

      The lad grabs their drinks and heads back to his friends without us ever introducing ourselves. I waste all of two seconds on the idea of joining them. It’d be fun. I’d get good and laid. Again. But I'm not interested tonight.

      I can still taste Marko on my lips. I don’t go looking for a new flavor until he’s faded away.

      “What’s my damage?” I ask the barman. He tells me and I throw in a few extra bills down with the request that he buy the lads a round on me.

      I don’t stop to talk as I head out. I don’t even wait around to see their reaction to the free drinks. I didn’t do it for all that.

      I can’t say that I know why I did it, but it wasn’t for all that.
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      The weather is warm in Frankfurt—warmer than I’m still used to. It’s funny, really. I hated the cold, constant dampness of Scotland. I spent my whole childhood wishing for heat.

      And now all I do is sweat.

      I’m not more than a few steps from the pub door when the burner phone in my pocket buzzes. I don’t need to check it to know what it’ll say. Our special guest has finally arrived.

      Showtime.

      The receptionist desk at headquarters is empty, the main staff having gone home for the night, when I strut through the hallway ten minutes later. I don’t need to ask where to go—I’ve done this so many times I could do it in my sleep.

      I turn the final corner and head up the corridor to the interrogation room. Two German soldiers stand guard at the door.

      “Evening, mates,” I say with a nod.

      They don’t respond. They never respond. Doesn’t keep me from trying, though.

      I press my hand to a palm scanner to the right of the door. I’m one of maybe ten people with access clearance to enter. Some might find that a comfort. I see it as a pain in the ass if a fire ever breaks out with all ten of us inside the room at the same time.

      It’s a typical set up on the inside. Not much different than an interrogation room on the nightly dramas. Ours has some spiffy specs that those don’t, however. Heat and weight sensor carbon flooring to detect if anyone has entered or left the room. Continuous retina tracking and scanning from sensors placed at several angles all around. Three walls of floor-to-ceiling mirrors, allowing witnesses to view the process from multiple points. Hell, there’s even a computer monitoring system that can ask the questions for them if they don’t want to mess with sending an agent in.

      I always feel right special when they ask me to do the job.

      Hattori is seated on the left side of a small table. The mirrors give the illusion of a thousand Hattoris sitting in the room. I like the image. Always have. I see people as having too many sides for even them to know. That’s an important fact to keep in mind when you’re trying to catch someone in a lie. They usually tell on themselves.

      “Hello, mate,” I say, holding my hand out to him.

      He stares at it for a second before glancing up into my eyes, never touching me. From the get-go, I know he thinks he’s better than me.

      I can work with that.

      Pride always goes before the fall…

      I have no paperwork with me, having memorized his file. I do have two pints of ale and a whole lot of patience in me, though. I hunker down in the chair across from him, drumming my fingers on the table.

      He glares at my hand before turning his attention to the door.

      I make a mental note of that.

      “How was your flight?”

      Nothing.

      “Ever been to Germany before?”

      Still nothing.

      “Come on,” I say, continuing the drumming. “You don’t really want me to launch into the whole bit, do you? I like to think we could be friends. Friends just chat. Friends don’t make friends read international jurisdiction laws or threaten each other with life imprisonment for failure to comply with testimony.”

      His face is stone cold, his posture rigid. It’s not only due to the situation, I know. I’ve seen my fair share of pictures of him. Akito Hattori could just as easily grace the cover of Vogue as he does Scientific Wank Monthly, or whatever kind of magazines scientists read. He’s got confidence oozing from his pores. And for good reason. He’s a very smart man. He’s also a very rich man, who happens to be the son of another very rich, powerful man. Generations of such wealth can breed men who consider themselves another category of our species.

      Interrogation protocol at this point would require I switch to trying to communicate with him in Japanese, as well as drop the entire charade of casual conversation. Time is of the essence, if whatever happened is set to mobilize as an attack.

      I’m not big on protocol, though. I like to improvise.

      I continue to tap my fingers to the steel of the tabletop, staring him down. Right about now I’d love to still have my knife. Not for intimidation purposes, though that is handy. I’m just off balance without the feel of it in my hand.

      “Did you know,” I say after ages of us staring at each other in silence, “that they say eventually one in five people will die as a result of chemical warfare?”

      I’m blowing smoke with that, but if he has a problem with my math he can speak up and point it out. He doesn’t say a word so I raise my free hand, pointing to our numerous reflections in the mirrors.

      I count softly, just loud enough for him to hear me. “One… two… three… four…” When I reach five I make a gun with my fingers and pretend to shoot. I do it a few times in each direction.

      I get a wee bit of a reaction from him then.

      His eyes narrow.

      It’s not a profound change, but I’ll take it. I understand his silence. Saying anything at all can implicate him in more than we suspect. Even him asking me to tell him why he’s here can be turned around to show he knew he did something wrong.

      So we sit some more with no conversation.

      I don’t wear a watch when I’m in this room. There’s no clock on the wall, no windows, no way for anyone within to measure the passing of time. It’s meant to scare people. Like the mirrors and the guards at the door, it sends a powerful message—you're ours until we decide you're not. No one is offered a lawyer here. If we determine you’re a threat in any way, the Council has the authority to make you disappear.

      And they use that term—threat—as loosely as they see fit.

      I’m no jury, however, nor am I a judge. I just ask the questions.

      “You’ll want to talk to me, mate,” I say, picking back up the finger drumming. “The next guy won’t be interested in talking. He’ll be interested in doing.”

      He considers that, resting his elbows on the table, before shaking his head.

      No.

      I figured this might be the road we ended on.

      I sigh, flattening my hand against the table. “Two days ago, a couple dropped dead of unknown causes not far from your building. The video went viral.”

      He stares at my hand, lips just as sealed as before.

      “They’ll lock you away, mate. Last chance. All you have to do is tell me if your company was involved.”

      He turns his attention to the mirror, staring off into the million reflections.

      That’s it then. The interrogation is over. I’m just to ask him questions, get him talking. If he won’t do that, my part with him is done. They’ll have a next-level negotiator come in, and it won’t be pretty. I don’t like to use the word ‘torture’, but only because the Geneva Convention deemed it an unlawful practice so we're not supposed to. The council operates under its own laws, though. The next-level negotiator will do whatever he has to in order to get the information.

      It’s too bad Secretary Williams asked me to be the regular interrogator on this one. I could have told him from the start that Hattori would need next-level intervention. I would’ve enjoyed doing that part, wiping the smug confidence from his face. But first round and next level can never be the same person.

      No fair.

      “Well,” I say, standing and tucking my chair back under the table. “This has been a fantastic experience. Truly, one of the highlights of my life.”

      I’m one step from the door when he finally makes a sound. “Kenshi.”

      In everything I might have expected him to say, that wasn’t even on the list.

      I turn around. “What did you just say?”

      He’s back to his mute act. Doesn’t matter if he repeats it, though. I heard him.

      Kenshi—Japanese for 'Swordsman'.

      What the bloody hell does he mean by that? It’s coincidence, nothing more, I tell myself, but it’s too on the nose for my liking. This man doesn't know me from Adam, so why would he say that?

      The sneer is back. I want my goddamn knife.

      Fuck him.

      “I really hope they fry you,” I tell him as I exit. “ I’ll enjoy the show.”

      I stand between the two guards as the door shuts behind me. That wasn’t right of me. I’m not supposed to drag my emotions into the middle of things.

      “Lads, do me a favor and knee him in the crotch if you get a chance.”

      As usual, neither of them reacts in any way.

      Seems to be the going rate today.

      The exchange worked me up. I need to get the energy out before I end up punching someone. I make my way down to the lower-level training room, changing into basketball shorts and a tank in the locker room.

      A few other employees are here, some on treadmills while others work with various contraptions. I walk over to my favorite station—the knife-throwing range. Not too many gyms have these. Ours didn’t until I complained enough that they put one in so I'd shut up. I lay five daggers out on a table in front of me and aim a sixth at a target board roughly three and a half meters away. Narrowing my focus down to just the center of the board, I zone everything else out. Take a breath. And let it go.

      Bullseye.

      I shake my hand and grab the next dagger, repeating the process. This one lands right next to the other. I do it again… and again… and again, until all the daggers are wedged in the board.

      My hand is still shaking, so I collect the daggers and do it all over. Five times. Ten times. Soon, I lose count of how many times I’ve hit the center. I hold off on throwing the last dagger, tossing it over and around in front of me, catching the hilt without ever once having to look at what I’m doing.

      Kenshi.

      Swordsman.

      I start to throw the dagger when movement on the ground catches my attention. A cat, for lack of better word, slinks across the matt closest to me. It’s one of those Sphynx things, hairless, looking like it’s inverted and yet somehow still living. I watch it run across the room to its owner—Haru Itsuki, a.k.a. Viper, the Deadly Seven’s Japanese agent. He leans against the wall, patting his shoulder when the cat draws near. It leaps from the ground, landing the damn near two-meter height with no effort at all.

      Terrifying little goblin.

      I stare at it, perched like a parrot on a pirate, as I walk over to greet Viper. “Good to see you, mate.”

      He bows his head, never one for shaking hands. “It is an honor, as always, Kensei Claymore.”

      Kensei Claymore.

      Viper is like that. All formal stances and titles. It’s part of his upbringing, I’m told. He grew up in a ninja training camp of sorts. That’s not what he calls it, but I don’t really care what the real name for it is. I do care that he’s always referred to me as Kensei Claymore. It’s a term of respect. Kensei is an old Japanese title for warriors with great skill with swords. The literal translation is Sword Saint. I like that. He’s seen the tattoo on my back and my skill with knives.

      He’s not some stuck up rich boy in a lab coat.

      Let it go.

      “Don’t suppose he was chatty on the flight?” I ask.

      Viper smiles and scratches his cat’s head. “Sadly, I do not think they will get any information from the scientist. He is too proud of his work to ever let it be exposed.”

      “Aye.”

      “I expressed as much to the Secretary when he asked me to retrieve him.”

      They don’t much care about our feelings on these things. It’s why I don’t bother most days to have an opinion. Sure, they expect us to risk our lives, to take lives, but we’re not to have ideas about any of it.

      'Do what you’re told.'

      An awkward moment of silence falls between us. We’re not good with small talk. Frankly, there’s nothing for us to talk about. I know nothing about the man’s life other than the fact he’s had that spawn of Satan on his shoulder ever since we met. I don’t even know why he has a pet or why the Council is okay with him taking it on missions.

      But I do know his area of specialty is finding people, which is how I knew he’d be the one to bring Hattori in.

      “You in town for a bit or reassigned already?” I ask, not sure what to do if he says he’s sticking around. I don’t even know if he drinks. I can’t entertain someone who doesn’t drink.

      “Still working on the same case,” he says. That’s it. No elaboration. No indication of what the full case involves.

      “You solo or do you need back up?”

      He gives me a smile that answers my question. Viper is the only one of us who has never required back up in the field. Shade says it’s because he really is a ninja, but I think it’s more that he doesn’t take kindly to sharing.

      “Aye. Well, best of luck, mate.”

      “You as well, Kensei Claymore.”

      He’s barely done saying it, his head still tipped forward as he nods, when another voice echoes across the gym. “Leaving so soon?”

      I groan, not even caring to hide my frustration. Ace.

      He’s wearing those damn sunglasses again. It’s dark outside, not very bright in the gym since most of the lights have been shut off for the night, and this wanker’s wearing his sunglasses.

      “Do you think you’re Jack Nicholson?” I ask.

      Ace winks. I can’t see the wink, but his cheek scrunches and he gets this damn smug look that tells me he winked. “Gotta have a signature look. It’s what sets me apart.”

      “From what?” I ask. “All the other 70s porn star rejects floating around the spy game?”

      “Don’t hate just because some of us get to live a legend.”

      Oh, aye, it took him all of five seconds to bring that up. Live a legend. It means nothing more than a cover, but dicks like Ace walk around considering themselves genuine ‘legends’ because of it. True, I don’t have a cover. I don’t need one. If I’m in the field, it’s with the intent of never being seen, whereas Ace is the recon man. He’s thrust in the public eye. Even though we’re not allowed to know the details of each other’s missions, his legend is one we all intimately know.

      Amod Bir, rising Bollywood star and respected actor.

      I roll my eyes as I give in to his bait. “Why you wasting time slummin’ it with us, then? Don’t you have some legend-y things to be doing?”

      He laughs, slapping my shoulder. “Cougar, you kill me.”

      I hate that nickname almost as much as my real name. “I haven’t yet, but the day’s still young. Thanks for that mission, by the way.”

      He says, “You’re welcome.”

      Maybe he didn’t say it like that and Hattori is just under my skin, but I swear he knows what I did last night with Marko.

      “Why are you here?” I ask him.

      “I work here.”

      “No, I mean here in the gym. You’re dressed for a night on the town.” Well, he sort of is. He’s got his dress pants and shiny leather shoes on, and of course those damn glasses, but he’s missing his shirt. “Are you auditioning for a role in Mortal Kombat?”

      I’m hilarious, apparently, because he laughs like a loon at that reference. “I was in the shower when I heard you two talking. Didn’t want you to leave without saying hi. Only got as far as putting on my pants.”

      I look to the shower room. It’s a good six meters away and there are showers constantly running. He heard us from there?

      “Let me grab the rest of my clothes and we can go out or something.”

      I want to tell him no, but Ace turns on his heel and heads back to the locker room before I can. I stare at his back as he walks, hating myself for it. God, he’s well built—all those muscles. He slinks just like the cat had. And what’s that at the base of his spine?

      He returns a minute later, buttoning a black shirt over his rock-hard abs.

      I have to ask. “Do you have a tramp stamp?”

      Confusion is evident in his glare. “What?”

      “You have a tattoo at the base of your spine, don’t you? Is it a butterfly? Did you get that in college to impress guys?”

      I walk around him and lift up the back of his shirt as he tries to swat me away.

      “Knock it off,” he says. “It’s not a tramp stamp.”

      “What the hell is it?”

      It’s ink for sure, but it’s not a design I’ve ever seen. Just a bunch of lines and dots. It looks like a mess.

      “I knew a girl in Bangladesh once. An artist. She wanted to use a human canvas to express herself, and I volunteered.”

      He just let some lass permanently mark his skin like that? Was her fanny made of gold? I can’t ever imagine finding a dick that impressive.

      Straight people are bonkers.

      I get one last look before he tucks his shirt in. “I hope she gave up and became a lawyer, because that art sucks.”

      Viper laughs, while Ace sighs.

      “Didn’t you have a mission last night, too?” I ask Ace.

      “Ah, that,” he says, splitting his attention between me and Viper, even though Viper hasn’t said a word to him. “I checked in for it. Doesn’t start until tomorrow. Are you guys hungry, or what?”

      I want to tell him to shove the invitation where the sun doesn't shine, but what else do I have to do tonight? I shove Ace towards the lifts. “You’re buying, pretty boy.”
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      “Okay, new one,” Ace says, trading his empty glass for a fresh three fingers of brandy.

      Brandy. He drinks shit that sounds like it’s working a pole to put itself through college. Pussy liquor.

      I knock a few empty bottles over as the waitress tries to clear them, thanking her when she hands me a cold beer. I take two long pulls before I nod for him to continue.

      We never made it as far as ordering food. Ace decided dinner should be at a club, at which point Viper bowed out with a quick farewell. I wasn’t hungry, so I let him buy me drinks.

      I should know better than to do that.

      “When you see a nice pair of tits, it doesn’t do anything for you?”

      A considerable-sized rack jiggles not far from the booth we’re planted in, and I observe them for a minute. Nothing. The dude rubbing against her ass, however…

      “Him,” I say, pointing at the nice bit of man meat with my half empty bottle. “When you see him, does it do anything for you?”

      He considers it for a minute, the bastard. I know what he’s doing. I’m sloshed six ways to Sunday, but I’ve still got enough wits to recognize he’s taking a piss. Ace doesn’t have a gay cell in his body, as he so bluntly informed me nearly twelve years ago. But he knows damn well that, though a pair of tits may not get me going, his face never fails to do the trick.

      Goddamn pretty boy.

      He eyes the dude, licking his top lip in slow motion. Or maybe I just see it in slow motion.

      Bloody hell.

      “Nah,” he finally says before shooting back what’s left of his brandy.

      Brandy rhymes with candy. Bloody hell, I’m blitzed.

      I don’t normally drink this much. What’s wrong with me tonight?

      “But he does it for you?” Ace asks.

      Why won’t he let this bloody thing go? “He could.”

      “Such a waste,” Ace says, flagging the waitress for yet another drink.

      My eyes start to droop, the world hazing as the alcohol invades my senses. Ace doesn’t look as affected as me. Must be how much he drinks on the regular. I have a few beers here and there. I lose count of how many he’s bought me now, though, surprised when I taste the last drop of the one I’m holding.

      “I’m not knocking the whole ass-over-pussy trade,” he says, unashamed by the fact that the waitress has ears. “I just don’t get why it has to be a dude’s ass.”

      “You like chocolate ice cream?” I ask—or I hope I ask. My lips feel heavy, the words running together in my mind and in my mouth.

      “I prefer strawberry.”

      Strawberry ice cream and brandy, yet I’m the obviously gay one? “So you’d just pass on chocolate if it were given to you?”

      “I might take a bite, but yeah, I could pass.”

      I wave a hand in the air since my brilliance needs no stating at this point. Also, because I’m not entirely certain I remember what we were talking about at any rate.

      “So dick is your chocolate ice cream?”

      “I’ve eaten chocolate ice cream off a dick,” I confess, joining him in 'fuck everyone with ears' oblivion.

      “Well, that settles it.”

      “What?” I ask, blinking my left eye a few times. The lid feels stuck.

      “I will never eat another bite of chocolate ice cream for as long as I live.”

      I hold up two fingers as he laughs. Bloody wanker. This is why I don’t hang out with him anymore. He always finds a way to poke fun at me. Maybe it’s what straight guys do to fellow straight guys, too. I think I remember times when Bret and Johnny and I would give it to each other over whatever lassie we found worthy of fancy.

      I was pretending back then, though. I see no point to pretend anymore.

      I’d fuck just about any lad in this room—especially pretty boy. I stare at his lips. He’s got a big mouth. That’s good.

      I’ve got a big dick.

      “You don’t say.”

      I finish my newest beer—whatever number it is. When did I even order it? “What?”

      “You’ve got a big dick,” Ace says.

      “Aye, I do. What of it?”

      He’s smiling. I don’t like the way he’s smiling. He’s in on some joke that I’m not aware of.

      “Did your glasses have so many sparkles on them before?”

      “No, my old ones weren’t as glitzy.”

      “Not reaching that 'teenage girls who like sparkling vampires' demographic enough?”

      He kicks my shin under the table and takes a sip from his glass. “More like after my last pair was destroyed, I couldn’t find anything but these.”

      “Destroyed? You mean you took them off and sat on them?”

      “Pineapple shot them off my face.”

      Most of this conversation about his ridiculous eyewear is making me laugh, but that last part is the funniest shit I’ve heard in ages. I keep picturing an actual pineapple just walking up and shooting him in the face. I might be a twisted bastard, but it’s funny.

      He leans forward on the table, those sparkly glasses only a few inches from me. Bloody hell, he smells good. “Say, you heard from her lately?”

      “Who?”

      “Pineapple.”

      One of my least favorite fruits. My last bit of sobriety fades away as I say, “I prefer bananas.”

      “Penelope,” he says.

      Aw, Shade. “I don’t think she likes fruit, either.”

      He’s annoyed. I can hear it in his voice when he asks, “Have you seen Penelope lately, Cougar?”

      “She stabbed me the last time I saw her.”

      “She has a way with doing that to guys. Particularly the ones who like her.”

      I don’t like where this is all heading. I’m too drunk to shut my shit and Ace is pushing for information on Shade… and fruit, maybe. I don't know. I’m confused.

      “I gotta piss,” I say, staggering to my feet.

      Ace slaps my ass as I pass him, and for the billionth time since I met the man, I tell myself he’s just teasing. Sure I’d love for him to follow me to toilet, suck my dick in the third stall over. Hell, I’d even offer to suck his. But that ain’t happening.

      All fantasies of toilet head vanish when I reach the men’s room. It’s disgusting, even by my current horribly lowered standards. I’m almost afraid to pop my dick out to use it. I stumble to a urinal, bracing my legs, even though the world keeps slipping to the left. One hand on the wall, one on my dick, I aim best I can but doubt much of it ends up where it should go. I no longer wonder how the room looks so filthy.

      I tuck back in when I'm done and lean against the wall. Everything’s spinning, but not in that fun buzzed kind of way.

      Getting wrecked when you’re a lad is fun. It’s fun to lose total control and land wherever the world takes you. It’s sometimes even enjoyable now to get good and blitzed to avoid the responsibilities that I let build upon my shoulders. But this is different. This is leading me past that brink of fun and straight into a nightmare. I can’t think in a straight line, yet all my thoughts are marching a single direction.

      Marko.

      I miss him.

      He’d enjoy this—get a goddamn kick out of me being the one losing my mind for once.

      I imagine his face, the pain he let slip through in front of me. 'I need you.'

      I need him, too.

      It’s pathetic. I don’t miss him in that cliché lovesick kind of way. I miss the way he’d help me channel these emotions that I don’t want to feel. Ace pushed me by bringing up Shade. I can’t feel my legs right now, but if I could, I know the left one would be aching. By all accounts, I should tell Ace what I know. She hurt me. She betrayed me. You cast out betrayers, don’t you?

      It’s what they did to me.

      Ugh, I don't need to start thinking about them right now, either.

      The toilet door opens, a rush of air and noise hitting me. It does nothing to sober me. I bite back the storm brewing inside and shove past the lads who just entered. The hard thump of techno music mixing with the multicolored strobe lights screws up what little stability I have on my feet. I barely make it back to the booth without falling. Ace has abandoned his seat to dance with a lassie that looks half his age. I stare, mouth hanging open and eyes foggy as shit, and watch as they sway to the music. It’s mesmerizing, really, the way turning off lights and adding some alcohol can make two bodies bleed together like that. I look past them, finding the blond guy Ace had teased me about earlier. He’s watching them, too.

      Must have been his burd Ace stole.

      “Can I get you another drink?” the waitress asks, approaching.

      “Coffee,” I say, scrubbing my face with my hands when she walks away.

      Why did I let myself drink so much? Why did I let that wanker drag me here?

      'Kenshi.'

      The memory of Hattori’s voice echoes in my head, mixed with a loop of the memory of Shade plunging my own knife into my leg. I pat my coat, forgetting that the knife was lost in Russia. Russia takes everything from me. Took my blade. Took Shade.

      I miss Marko.

      'I need you.'

      The coffee is delivered, but before I can take a sip, I pull out my burner phone. I should have relinquished it tonight when I arrived to question Hattori. I would have, but the receptionist is usually the one who collects them. It’s a standard flip phone with no special capabilities other than talking and texting. My thumb shoves between the two halves as I flip it open and closed a few times. It’s not the same as my knife, but it’s keeping my hand occupied for the moment. I need the distraction. I need to talk myself out of what I’m thinking.

      'Kenshi.'

      'I can’t even look you in the eyes. You’re a disgrace to us all. I never want to see you again.'

      'I need you.'

      On the next flip, I leave the device open and dial the only number I can remember in my terrible state. It rings once. Twice. Three times. I scan the room as I hold the phone to my ear. The song has changed and Ace is now splitting his attention between the burd and the blond lad. They look as though they’re just talking, but every now and then Ace puts his hand on the man’s shoulder. I try to ignore how that makes me feel. The phone rings two more times before the line clicks and a message plays.

      “You know whose phone you’ve called, so don’t act so shocked I’m too busy to answer. Speak or hang up.”

      Marko.

      The line clicks again, and I’m at a loss for words. I don’t know what I planned to say if he had answered. I hear myself echo, “I need you,” but a new beat from the dance floor swallows up the sound of my voice.

      “Dance?”

      It takes me a solid five seconds to realize someone's talking to me. I look up to find the blond lad smiling down at me. The phone is still pressed to my face as I breathe heavily into my sort of boyfriend’s voicemail, and I’m being asked to dance by the person I’ve stared at all night.

      What the bloody hell is in the alcohol at this place?

      “I’m sorry?” I ask, still holding the phone to my ear. “Did you just ask me to dance?”

      The guy looks just as confused as I feel when he nods. “Your friend said you might want to, and I’ve noticed you watching me all—”

      I groan, flipping the phone closed. Ace talked the man into this. I catch Ace watching us and raise two fingers in his direction. He laughs, flipping me off right back. There’s a big part of me that just wants to exit stage left right now, go back to my room and crash. But there’s this other part of me, a much younger part of me that seems to keep poking his head out tonight. He’s the one who told me to come here with Ace, to drink, and the one forcing every bad memory I have to resurface. It’s a part of myself I don’t let out often, and it wants to dance. It wants to wrap itself around this hunk of lad in front of me and just get lost all over again.

      I tuck the phone into my pocket, stumbling a bit when I stand. This time, it’s fun—the dizziness. This time it’s that feeling you get when you jump off the merry-go-round at the playground. Scary and exciting and it turns me about. “Whoa, I might not be much of a partner.”

      His hand grabs mine as he laughs. “It’s okay, I got you.”

      I got you.

      I say that. No one ever says that to me. I’m always the one getting people. I’m the anchor. I’m so blitzed that I see stars floating around his gorgeous face as he steers me to the dance floor. I’m shit with rhythm when I’m sober. It’s a sad state, really. I like being in control of things, so I should be the one who leads, but it’s no use. I’m all left feet and awkward shuffles.

      His hands rest on that space that’s both my hips and my waist, fingers spread wide over the curve of my ass. I don’t know his name. I don’t want to know his name.

      I let him ease me into the beat of the music.

      I let him help me forget.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I’m dreaming. I know I’m dreaming.

      I'm sitting on the front porch of my parent’s home—my knife in one hand and a chunk of wood in the other. It’s a memory, but yet it’s not. I hear my friends Bret and Johnny talking. I can almost remember what we were going on about that day, but it’s not that day. Their words are just words. They mean nothing to me now.

      I’m carving something in the wood. It doesn’t look like anything right now, just grooves in a shapeless form. The sunlight reflects off the edge of my blade, catching my attention.

      I can feel it in my hand. The weight is balanced perfectly. The ivory in the handle is smooth to the touch. I run my thumb along it a few times.

      It’s like reuniting with a long lost friend.

      “Be careful with that,” Bret says.

      I don’t see him, but I know he’s talking about the knife. He always worried about us carrying any sort of weapons. Violence to him wasn’t even a last resort—it was simply never an option.

      Aw, Bret, my kind-hearted, gentle friend. He was never meant for a life in MacGinty’s club. He was always too innocent for it.

      I think that’s why I started doing tricks with my knife, tossing it and twirling it about in public. It scared Bret to see, but it helped prepare him for the times he saw a stranger holding one.

      “That’s not right.”

      Wait, that ain’t Bret’s voice. It’s Shade's.

      I turn my head, and she’s here, sitting beside me. Now I really know I’m dreaming.

      “What’s not right, Shade?”

      She’s smiling, and I’m reminded of something by it. Can’t put my finger on it, but I know it’s not a friendly smile I'm seeing.

      “Strangers aren’t the ones we have to fear, Claymore.”

      She grabs my knife from my hand and plunges it into my chest.

      When am I ever going to learn to not have a blade handy around her?
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      I’m woken by a banging sound what I assume is hours later.

      For a second, the whole world is one big blur of noise and colors, before I realize someone's knocking. My head screams with pain so intense that it feels like my skull is pulsing. My lids stick to my eyes. My mouth’s so dry I’m pretty sure I cough up dust as I stagger to the door.

      Ace stands there, bloody sunglasses shining under the hallway light. “Goddamn, you look like shit.”

      I don’t have a comeback for that one. I feel like shit. No, I feel like I aspire to feel like shit.

      He scans his eyes down my body, and I see them go wide. “Cougar, how many times do I have to tell you to keep that python in your pants?”

      It’s only then that I realize I’m stark naked. Ace is holding two cups of coffee, and I snag one without being offered as I turn around to hunt for my clothes. “What do you want, dickhead?”

      Bloody hell, my voice is choked and hoarse. Was I screaming last night?

      What was I doing last night?

      “Got a call this morning from HQ," Ace says. "My mission is on deck, but they wanted me to hunt you down first.”

      I drink a liberal amount of the coffee, coughing in between each swallow, as it seems my throat forgot how to function while I slept. “What do they want from me?”

      He shrugs. “Not my problem, Cougar. I was just asked to locate you.”

      We’re quiet then as I dress. I find everything except one of my socks. For some reason, that disturbs me.

      “Did you have a nice time last night?” Ace asks, waggling his brows when I shoot him a look.

      “Never again am I drinking with you.”

      I button my shirt and step towards the washroom. That’s when I realize the shower is running on the other side of the closed door.

      Bloody hell.

      I didn’t come back alone last night?

      My memories are a dark muddy haze. I remember going to the club with Ace and that’s it.

      Nothing else.

      I grab my coat and head for the exit as quickly as possible. Ace still stands just inside the entryway. He gives me a wicked smile when I open the door to leave.

      “You aren’t going to say goodbye?”

      “Fuck off,” I say, shoving him out into the hall.

      The fluorescents are harsh on my retinas. I cringe as I fight the urge to vomit. I find some small relief in the fact that I don’t recognize the hallway or the hotel that we’re in. This isn’t my usual place, which means I let him supply the location.

      Which means I probably kept my guard up.

      I mentally berate myself as I punch the call button for the lift. I don’t mind casual sex. I prefer it. But drunken sloppy sex, or whatever happened last night, breaks just about every rule I have. More than just my morals get loose at times like that. I better have kept my shit shut.

      It’s a long silent ride down to the lobby and an even longer ride to the Council building. We sit in the back of a town car, me staring out the side window while Ace endlessly fiddles with his phone. It’s not a burner like the one in my pocket. It’s a smartphone with all the important names and numbers and details that sell his legend. He’s tweeting or facebooking or whatever the damn hell people do on those bloody contraptions. I take out my burner and notice it’s dead. I don’t know that I’ve had one long enough for it to lose a charge before. Something in the motion of flipping it open and closed triggers a sense of déjà vu, but I can’t figure out why it’s so familiar.

      “So, I’m guessing you don’t remember if he was a good lay?”

      I rest my head back, staring at the ceiling as I say, “Fuck off.”

      “His girl wasn’t too bad,” he says around a sip of his coffee. “Told me I ruined her for white guys.”

      I cast him a sidelong look. “Does your dick do magic tricks?”

      He shrugs and winks as he finishes his coffee. The driver parks in the underground carpark and we both flash our IDs to the guard at the door to let us into the lift. I’m not sure if I should consider my attire evidence of a walk of shame. I don’t have my own apartment, and I don’t keep clothes for more than a month. Why bother having so many outfits that I need to invest in a permanent closet? But standing next to Ace in his bright tan suit and knowing he, at some point since last night, changed into fresh clothes, even new shoes, makes me feel like a cheap whore.

      “So, have you glanced at the pin board lately?”

      The pin board is the central hub of updates for the Council.  Technically, I have glanced at it—literally just a glance three days ago. He saw me on the top floor, but I don’t think he noticed me take that peek. This is another one of those things Ace does. Only team leaders, such as himself, are given access to the board.

      He’s trying to remind me that his dick doesn’t just do magic tricks, it’s also bigger than mine.

      I don’t want to take the bait, but I did only get a glance, so I play dumb and say, “Let’s pretend I haven’t.”

      He smiles. Bloody hell, his teeth are so white they shine. “They’re recruiting for the open positions.”

      He’s got nothing new to offer me, apparently—only talking about the information I already knew. Something did confuse me about it, though. “Positions?”

      He nods.

      “As in more than one?”

      He nods again. “We lost two agents this past winter, Cougar. Where have you been?”

      As far as I can recall, we only lost one—Countess, the Russian agent who replaced Comrade after he died. Well, he didn’t really die. We all just thought he did.

      “Countess and…?” I ask, still not coming up with a second opening.

      The humor drains from his face. He stares at me, long and hard, his cheek twitching as he says, “Nightshade.”

      Nightshade. Bloody hell, why doesn’t he just stab me in the chest and get it over with? Ease me into the fact that my best friend isn’t a part of the team anymore.

      Shade didn’t die, nor did she technically step down from her position. I want to argue with him, but I know it’s futile. She claimed diplomatic immunity for her and Comrade with her father in Saudi Arabia, which basically means she defected. As far as most people around here are concerned, she may as well have died like Countess.

      “They can’t replace Shade,” I tell him.

      “They can and they will.”

      He turns his attention to the doors then, shutting me out. We’ve had plenty of arguments over the years about how we’re not all friends. We’re pieces of a puzzle, and if for some reason we no longer fit in that picture, we can all be replaced with a new piece that does fit.

      “Well, this is me,” Ace says when the lift stops on a lower-level floor—munitions and tech.

      I nod a goodbye, not bothering to ask what he’s doing there. He’s being outfitted for his field mission. That’s easy enough to riddle out.

      I’m still reeling from the idea of a new agent in the American post when I enter the lobby a few minutes later and hand the receptionist my burner.

      “It’s dead,” she says, giving me the same look she did when the coffee machine exploded.

      “Aye, it wanted me to tell you not to grieve over it much. It’s hoping to get a boost of energy and come back from the dead, kinda like Jesus.”

      Her annoyance grows tenfold as she searches for something in her desk drawers. She shoves the phone and charger cable back at me. “Well, I hope you have God’s touch, because if you broke it, you bought it.”

      It’s a goddamn Nokia from the Stone Age. I think I can afford it.

      “I hope you understand that these moments between us truly brighten my day, Eve.” I say her name like I’ve known it all along, when right now is the first time I’ve ever looked at her nametag.

      Eve tries to ignore me, returning to her work. I stand there, watching her for several more minutes.

      Finally, she breaks. “Is there something else I can help you with?”

      “Aye, it seems they called me, but…”

      I wave the dead phone, indicating I have no clue where to report.

      She checks a schedule on her computer and groans. “I’ll have to escort you to the top floor. Your member wants to see you directly.”

      My member, as in the member of the Council who represents the country I work for—Minister Reynolds. Normally, Minister Reynolds remains in his office over in London. Even when the Council assembles here for a meeting, he often accesses it via satellite. I can’t recall the last time I’ve talked to the man in person.

      My curiosity is spinning a web with my imagination as I exit the lift onto the top floor. I was grilled good and hard after helping Shade last November. This can’t be another one of those meetings, aye? I don’t know anything of importance. They’re replacing her.

      Give it a damn rest, bastards.

      I knock on his door and wait.

      “Enter.”

      I do as I’m told, standing at the ready for him to further instruct me once I’m inside.

      Minister Reynolds is not an old man. He’s maybe ten years older than me, if that. I’d be hard pressed to believe he’s even in his forties by the look of him. He’s got a thick head of dark hair and is probably the only member of the Council who doesn’t need to wear glasses when he reads documents. He’s always busy, always on the move, and always shaking hands. He wasn’t my first member. My first member retired two years into the gig, followed shortly by my second member, who lasted only another two years before he moved into a higher political position. So I’ve only known this man for about six years, and I don’t really know him.

      “Where have you been, Agent MacNeal?” he asks, sitting at his desk with his hands folded together. He’s a headmaster, glaring at an unruly Catholic schoolboy.

      I’m highly aware of the fact that I’m only wearing one sock right now, even if he can’t tell.

      “I’ve been here, sir,” I say. “Last night, my burner phone drained, but I’ve reported in every day this week. I was sleeping when Agent Faher—”

      “Right, right, sleep. A man must sleep.”

      It’s no small secret that Scots and Englishmen aren’t besties. Minister Reynolds speaks with a very proper British accent. It’s not his native accent. It’s something only those of us who grow up on the island can tell. Every so many words, he drops the 'r' or leaves an 'h' off entirely. He’s not from the dead center of London, where he anticipates the majority of the world will assume he was born. He’s from somewhere smaller, somewhere less proper and refined.

      Somewhere more like where I grew up.

      “Sit, please,” he says, and I take a seat in the chair directly in front of him. “You’re no doubt wondering why I’ve called you in today.”

      That goes without saying, but all the same I say, “Aye.”

      “Remind me, Agent MacNeal, where in the Northern Territories are you from again?”

      Northern territories. Why doesn’t he just call it Scotland? What the hell is this? 1782? I bite back the sarcastic remark I want to say and instead answer, “I’m from Stirling, sir.”

      “Stirling,” he repeats.

      I don’t know what he’s on about. He knows where I’m from. Everyone who has sat in his chair knows where I’m from. I was told it was a selling point on acquiring me for this role.

      “Aye.”

      “Visit home much?”

      I don’t. He knows I don’t. It’s one of the main rules of taking this job—you don’t maintain contact with the people who knew you before. It’s not a difficult rule for most of the team. Shade didn’t get along with her parents. Ace was an orphan. Viper had a twin, but I don’t think they got along. I didn’t have to be told not to head home anymore, since my invitation had been revoked before I was recruited.

      “No, sir.”

      “Good, good.”

      He busies his hands with arranging the supplies on his desk. It’s a borrowed space. Most likely an office that all members split between using as needed when on-site. Everything in here is brand new. Unlike Secretary Williams’ leaning towers of paperwork cluttered about, Minister Reynolds’ desk is clean. He’s avoiding something, I realize. He’s also a neat freak.

      “Agent MacNeal, you’re aware of the oaths you took when you entered your position here, are you not?”

      I feel as though I’m in a car heading towards a bridge, and all of a sudden, we've swerved left.

      I have no idea where this is going.

      “Aye, sir, I am.”

      “And you understand the consequences of betraying those oaths?”

      My skin tightens so fast that my bones feel ready to rip through the surface. I don’t take kindly to being called disloyal even in a roundabout way. “What is this about, sir?”

      It’s not what I want to say. I want to tell him to cut the shit already, but I’m a good soldier.

      “I need you to confirm that you understand the punishment for treason.”

      My right hand flexes. He’s damn lucky I don’t have my knife anymore. Or maybe I’m the lucky one, because I’d be committing said treason right now by stabbing him for insinuating I could be a traitor. “I do.”

      He exhales like he was holding in a worried breath. Funny, he doesn’t look the least bit out of sorts. What’s he got to be worried about?

      “I have to ask, Agent MacNeal, that from here on out you operate under the awareness that you are under oath and that anything you say will be used against you.”

      Am I on trial? For what? I wasn’t sworn in when I entered the room. I haven’t even been presented a reason for this questioning.

      “Am I to understand that you are interrogating me, sir?”

      “In a manner of speaking,” he says, folding his fidgety hands together. “I didn’t want a formal interrogation to appear on record. Not if it can be avoided. I talked the powers-that-be into letting me interview you privately. Off-book, as it were.”

      I don’t know how to react to that, so I just sit here in silence. I know the powers-that-be are the other members of the Council.

      “Where were you three nights ago, Agent MacNeal?”

      I can’t figure out his angle, but I have nothing to hide. “I was shadowing a Russian representative at the Summer Peace Summit.”

      “Ah, yes, Representative Veltriv.”

      It rubs me raw hearing Marko’s name in that man’s mouth at this moment. Is this about him? I know I’m not meant to have relationships, but I’ve never told Marko anything about my work. He doesn’t even know I’m an agent. Well, he didn’t until this past November, when he got dragged into the mess with Shade.

      I watch his eyes, trying to riddle out where this is going. I don’t think he’s skilled in concealing information. He’s not trained in the art of interrogation. He’s just lucky to know something I don’t know. People think it’s hard to question an interrogator. It’s really rather easy. I might be able to read the person on the other side of the desk, but I’m human, just as everyone else. If I’m not in possession of the purpose of the meeting, I’m just as liable to cut my own throat, as Hattori would have yesterday.

      “Did you remain with Representative Veltriv the entire evening?”

      I pride myself on keeping cool in moments of intense pressure, but that question spikes my heart rate a bit. I don’t know how to answer it. There’s nothing illegal about me fucking Marko. It’s frowned upon, and admitting it will probably get me removed from the job of shadowing him ever again, but it wasn’t technically wrong. On the other hand, this might not have anything to do with our relationship. Confessing something like that might implicate me in an entirely different offense, adding further insult to this injury.

      I just nod. If he wants specifics on how I remained with Marko, he’ll have to supply them.

      “The entire evening?" he asks again. "You didn’t rendezvous with any other dignitary in attendance at the function?”

      That’s an odd question. It perplexes me. Why would I have a meeting with anyone else there? I was a bodyguard. It’s my job to not allow others to distract me.

      “My priority was Representative Veltriv’s security, sir,” I say. “I take that responsibility seriously. I had no other agenda that evening. I wasn’t even aware I’d be attending that function until a few hours prior. I couldn’t have set up any sort of meeting.”

      He gets this distressed look on his face. Not the kind you get when you’re worried about someone you care about, no… more the kind you get when you realize someone you’ve trusted is about to dishonor you.

      “I’m afraid I have to ask you one more time, Agent MacNeal, and I can’t stress enough that you must be as transparent as possible with your answer. Did you meet with anyone else, anyone at all, during that dinner?”

      I humor him and run through the events of that night again. My brain aches from the alcohol that’s probably still in my system but I can recall every moment. I work my way back through picking Marko up, the drive to the function, the bar right before dinner, and the speeches. I can see clearly as Marko excuses himself to go to the toilet and then— “Bret.”

      The word is from my lips before I’ve fully processed what I’m saying.

      Minister Reynolds’ worry intensifies. “Yes, Agent MacNeal. Did you have a meeting with a man named Bret Duncan?”

      A meeting, no. I was standing in the hallway when Bret ran into me. I had planned on meeting up with him afterward for a beer, but nothing official. Nothing worthy of all this.

      “I hadn’t been aware that Mr. Duncan would be in attendance for the event, sir. We ran into each other in a hall.”

      He retrieves a file folder from the far right side of his desk and produces a picture captured from security footage. Bret and I stand inches apart, smiles on both of our faces as we talk. “But you spoke with him.”

      “Aye.”

      I mull over whether I should offer background information or not. Clearly Bret is into far deeper shit than I realized. I’d seen the pin on his lapel. I know what MacGinty demands of his troops. I just never believed Bret would fall that fully into that well. Admitting I have a past with him, and that I talked to him at a function I wasn’t even scheduled to work at until a few hours before, implicates a whole slew of conclusions that I would jump on as an interrogator.

      I could have requested to be added to the work list once I knew he would be there. I could have avoided being added until that last minute to try to throw off speculation. And this wasn’t even my mission—Ace gave it to me. What did that look like on the record? I’m sinking in quicksand in my own mind.

      He watches me for a second. I don’t offer the words. A good interrogator does some research before he brings in his subject. If he doesn’t know my past with Bret, he’s not going to find out about it right now.

      “Agent MacNeal, are you familiar with the Scottish Labor Movement?”

      Familiar? Aye. I have the ink on my back to prove it. “Aye, sir. They are organized groups fighting for the fair treatment of workers by way of establishing unions.”

      That’s the textbook answer, the one Scotland would like the rest of the world to believe. I know he’s asking me about the underground dealings—the Scottish Mob, as it is. Again, he’s going to have to supply the direction if he wants me to go down that road.

      I ain’t drowning in the shit on my own.

      “How much do you know about the more local chapters? Specifically, the Swordsmen of Stirling.”

      My shoulders sting at the sound of that name. The records of the Swordsmen are confidential to the club only, but that doesn’t mean MI-5 hasn’t tracked the steps of every member who’s ever joined. I’m no idiot. I know the Council knows of my connection to the group. He asked for transparency, so I bite the bullet. Lying about it will incriminate me far worse than honesty.

      “I know a fair bit. I was a full-fledged member by seventeen, sir.”

      He nods a few times. This is all information he had prior to us even sitting down. He had me confirm I was from Stirling at the start. He thinks he’s drawn me into some sort of web now.

      He hasn’t.

      “And when did you leave that chapter?”

      “Two years after I joined it, sir. Sixteen years ago.”

      “And what were the terms of your departure?”

      Disgrace. Disloyalty. Complete and utter betrayal. “I was asked to leave.”

      “Asked to leave?”

      I’m not going to explain it all to him. They aren’t solely my secrets to tell. “I wished to join the army, so I was discharged from my position in the group, told I could no longer be privy to their dealings, sir.”

      He perks up at that. “So you’ve had no connection to the group since then?”

      “None. I haven’t even stepped foot in Stirling since it happened.”

      He lets out another stalled breath. He’s got me holding mine every time he does that.

      “So you had history with Mr. Duncan, then?”

      Another bullet to swallow. He’s indicating that Bret has a connection to the Swordsmen. And I know that he does, but I’m not here to tell Bret’s secrets. “We grew up together.”

      He points to the picture. “This is just a random meeting of two friends in the hallway, then?”

      I know how this would look to me if I sat in his seat, but the honest truth is, “Aye.”

      “And you swear upon your position with this Council and your very freedom that what you're saying here is the truth, Agent MacNeal?”

      “Aye, sir, I do. I was guarding Representative Veltriv. Mr. Duncan ran into me, and we exchanged pleasantries. I never asked him about his business, and he never offered any information.”

      I pray to the good devil in Hell that they didn’t follow me back to Marko’s hotel, that they didn’t realize Bret also showed up at that hotel later that night. Nothing of consequence happened, I know, but I also know, were I the interrogator, that would be enough information for me to hang someone out to dry.

      “That’s a relief,” he says.

      I don’t feel very relieved. I feel more wound up than ever before. I shouldn’t care about it. I distanced myself from that life so long ago. It shouldn’t bother me to know what those people are up to, but I’m worried now. What has Bret stepped into?

      “That will be all, Agent MacNeal. Thank you for your time.”

      I’m confused by the abrupt end. “That’s it?”

      He slides the picture back into the folder. “That’s all I needed confirmed.”

      The room spins harder than it did when I first woke up. I’m hung over now, not from the alcohol, but from the overwhelming surge of questions I have. “Is this a case, sir? Something you need me to work on?”

      “That would be a conflict of interest, Agent MacNeal, don’t you think?”

      Aye. Not to mention the fact that I wouldn’t be welcome in Stirling to begin with.

      “That will be all,” he says again, waving his hand as if he’s shooing me from the room.

      “Aye, right. Thank you, sir.”

      I stand and pat my pockets for the knife I know I won't find. I make it to the door and have the damn thing propped open a few inches when he calls out to me.

      “By the way, Agent MacNeal, since you and Mr. Duncan were associates at one point in your life, it might interest you to know that he’s dead.”

      My heart slams to a stop in my chest. The world tilts sharply to the left as I look back at him. “Dead?”

      He assesses me for a second, and I can tell by the way his eyes narrow that this was the moment he was waiting for. He wanted to see if I knew anything about it. He nods casually as if we’re discussing the weather. “The plane he took back to Scotland never reached its destination. It exploded upon descent into Heathrow. Don’t fret—not many souls were lost. It was a private plane.”

      Not many souls were lost.

      He’s lying. He has to be. I never heard a report about that, but then again, I’ve kept pretty damn busy. It can’t be true, though. Bret can’t be dead. Not like that. Not at all.  “Thank you, sir.”

      Those are the only words I can say. Grief chokes me as I leave the room, reeling. Somehow, the world changed overnight. I went to sleep on Earth and woke up somewhere that feels a lot like Hell.
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      “Don’t touch that.”

      I look up from the table where I sit. I’m in the break room. I don’t know how I’ve arrived here. I keep remembering moments, flashes from my childhood. Bret’s smile. Bret’s weird way of talking. I remember that he was the only one to see me off the day I left. Unlike the others, he never truly disowned me.

      He hugged me just a few days ago.

      Now he’s dead.

      “I’m serious,” Eve says, drawing me out of my memories as she points to a brand new kettle on the counter. “You touch that and I’ll revoke your lunchroom privileges.”

      I try to laugh, the sound empty and short as I say, “Yeah, fine, whatever.”

      I don’t have it in me to take a piss right now. In fact, her words only make me feel more like shit. I destroy everything I touch. I’ve always known that, and Bret’s proof of it. I can’t even get a bloody cup of coffee without causing a problem.

      We wage war upon ourselves.

      “You okay?”

      I’m not. I pride myself on being someone who can sustain a lot of emotional turmoil with an easy smile, but today, the scales have tipped. There’s no balancing today. “My friend is dead.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      I look to her face. She means it. She’s genuinely apologetic. “Did you do it? Did you kill him?”

      “Well, no but—”

      “But nothing,” I say with more bite than she deserves. “Don’t be sorry. It’s not your fault. It’s mine.”

      I go back to staring at my hands, and at some point, she leaves the room. I should probably leave, too. There’s something I should be doing right now. I need a shower. I need a fresh change of clothes. I need two bloody socks. I can’t seem to make myself move, though. I don’t know if I want to cry or set something on fire.

      Fire.

      I want to burn the whole world down.

      “McNeal?”

      I glance up at the sound of Secretary Williams’s voice. He looks as he always does—nice suit, slightly rumpled shirt, with glasses at half-mast on his nose. Concern is in his eyes.

      My self-hatred intensifies when I see it. “Aye, sir.”

      I pray for the two seconds it takes him to speak that he’s here with a job. I need a distraction. Maybe he’s got someone he wants me to kill. Bloody hell, please tell me he’ll let me vent this all with a kill.

      But then he says, “I heard about your friend. Do you need someone to talk to?”

      The man commands several armies, is constantly orchestrating worldwide peace movements, and he’s asking me if I need a shoulder to cry on?

      I do, I realize. I need Shade.

      “I’m fine, sir.”

      He sits down across from me. Surely, he has important things to do. This is a waste of his time, but it doesn’t seem to bother him. Nothing is more important than my wellbeing right now.

      “Life is a fragile thing,” he says, patting my arm where it lays on the table. “I know you sacrifice so much to be here. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      He doesn’t get it. No one gets it.

      I didn’t lose Bret. I killed him.

      'How much do you know about the local chapters? Specifically, the Swordsmen of Stirling.'

      'You’re a disgrace. I can’t look at you. Leave and never come back.'

      “Thank you, sir.”

      It’s hard to talk, harder to look into his eyes. My sight keeps drifting to the kettle.

      “Look,” Secretary Williams says. “It’s pretty quiet right now. We’re focused on recruitment trials and… maybe you should take some time off.”

      Normally, when that’s suggested, it’s bringing up the rear of a conversation about seeing a shrink. Normally, it follows standard protocol after an assassination. I find it rather appropriate right now.

      “Aye, maybe,” I say, even though I loathe the idea of free time. I’m idle enough as is, being chained to this building as I am.

      “Maybe go home and visit your family. It’s not technically protocol, but I’ll file for an emergency exception.”

      That suggestion makes me laugh. I forget myself and actually laugh. “That’s kind of you, but I don’t think they want to see me, sir.”

      “Trust me,” he says, getting this fatherly look about him. “A kid you grew up with just died. They’ll want to see you right now.”

      I ain’t got a sarcastic thing to say about that. He’s right. It’s what I start thinking about every time I complete a mission. We might have saved lives, but we took lives, too. Who picks up the pieces of those left behind?

      Secretary Williams stays in the room for a while longer, eventually fiddling with the kettle. It’s stubborn and sticks in places as he fills it and sets his specifications.

      “These darn things are so convoluted these days,” he says. “You know, I remember when we used to use a woman’s pantyhose to strain grounds through. Worked just as well. Even better, if you ask me.”

      I smile at that. “It wasn’t broken, but they tried to fix it.”

      He nods, retrieving his cup once the thing buzzes. He blows on the contents, testing the liquid before he takes a full sip. “I’m serious about you taking some leave, MacNeal. Whether you visit Scotland or just stay in a hotel room somewhere, I’m putting you down for two weeks, to give you some time to clear your head. We can talk then and decide if you need more time.”

      I know it’s irrational. Minds and hearts need time to grieve. Even if I convince myself it won’t affect me, I’ll eventually feel it, but I’ll need to keep it in check to do my job. I understand that’s his ultimate point in all of this, but I want to tell him to take his suggestion and shove it. I’ve been hurting a lot longer than just these past few hours. I won’t be all patched up come a fortnight from now.

      “Aye, sir. Sounds good.”
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      Stopping by the receptionist desk on my way out, I place the still dead phone and charger in front of Eve.

      “Keep it,” she says. There’s less fight in her now than normal. Poor girl. She’s seen into the angry side of me and it scared her. It tends to scare everyone.

      “I’m being put on leave.”

      “I know. Secretary Williams informed me. But you should keep the phone on you, just in case you need it… or you’re needed.” She stutters the last bit, and I’m shocked at the hint of pink that colors her cheeks.

      “I’ll miss you, too,” I say with a wink as I shove the phone back into my pocket.

      I don’t know where to go when I leave the building. Secretary Williams’s suggestion is bouncing around in my head. He had to bring up my family in relation to Bret’s death. I could stay away for the sake of Bret’s gran—who, as far as I know, is still kicking. I could stay away for the sake of the old gang, even for the sake of my da’s honor, but I can’t do that to my maw. If seeing my miserable mug will help ease the smallest part of her pain, I should go.

      I can’t, though.

      I was kicked out of town and told to never come back.

      I don’t usually let such details prevent me from doing what I want to do. I broke Shade out of CIA custody because I knew she needed my help. Walking back into Stirling after sixteen years of exile won’t have half the consequences that it should have.

      I could do it. I should do it.

      I’m afraid to do it.

      Suck it up, mate. You’re needed.

      I hail a cab, figuring wherever I tell the man to drive is where I’ll end up.

      “Flughafen,” I say, already regretting it the second it’s from my lips.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Three hours later, I’m sat at the gate in Gatwick, waiting on a connecting flight. I’ve never flown through Gatwick—always taking Heathrow. I don’t want to think about why I can’t fly through Heathrow right now.

      My stomach’s empty, and I’ve got a bloody migraine. My layover isn’t but a few minutes—just long enough for them to dump out the current passengers, refuel, and let us on board. Even so, I’m alone with my thoughts too long. My left leg bounces unconsciously as I scan my surroundings.

      I look at every face in the general area, observing what I think their motives are. It’s a typical day at the airport, really. A group of kids, wearing the same shirts, are huddled around a man who I’d wager is their teacher. There’s an old lady knitting as her husband, hunched over while sitting up, snores beside her. A man sits a few seats down from me, reading a newspaper, but every so often I sense him look my way.

      He’s not looking at me. The gate door is on the other side of me.

      I’m just being a paranoid prick.

      Still, I turn in my seat to get a better look at his face. I can’t see much but that he has blond hair. He’s buried behind the Sports section, wearing thick-rimmed glasses.

      Speccy nerd.

      Nothing to worry about with him—or with anyone else here, either. The only one here liable to hurt anyone is, well… me.

      The gate door swings open, and a steady line of people exits. I shift my legs back to keep from tripping anyone. Mr. Sports Section tucks his paper away and stands. Out of habit, I glance his way again. Bloody hell, he shouldn’t keep a face like that covered up. He’s downright pretty, blue eyes and blond hair and one of those square jaws that can take a beating. I stare for a moment, because I can, and because he’s focused on the exiting party—waiting for someone. He won’t be catching my flight, so I don’t have to worry about that awkward exchange when he realizes he’s stuck on a plane with a stalker.

      A petite brunette woman skips straight into his arms a moment later, and I shamelessly keep watching. This is the sort of thing that makes me choose commercial flights over the Council’s private jet. I’m always curious to see how people interact with each other.

      Well, that and the fact that I didn’t want anyone knowing where I’d be while on leave.
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      I have no luggage, no clothes, and no clue what I’m about to do when I step off the plane in Edinburgh. I’m still wearing my clothes from last night, still missing the sock on my right foot. It’s early evening now. If I rent a car and drive, I’ll get into Stirling late at night.

      I don’t want to do that.

      I find a hotel near the airport and rent a room. I’m hungry and out of sorts, but I go straight up to my room and strip. I plug the bloody phone in, fearing it’s probably broken, and step into a long hot shower. For more than a few minutes, I stand there, staring at the wall tile. It’s new—newer than most things you’ll find in this country. It’s bright white and smooth. I don’t know why, but it makes me feel defeated to see it. My parents laid tile to their toilet walls when I was a wee lad. I helped them lay that tile. It was old, even when we freshly renovated. Left over bits and pieces from various other projects around the town, we patched it together. My da worked as a contractor of sorts, keeping the scraps from his jobs and bringing them home to ours.

      The shower wall squeaks when I rub my finger against one of the tiles. Brand new.

      I can’t say how long I take to get clean. I’m wiping down with a towel as I enter the bedroom again. A low buzzing draws my attention to where I left the phone. I flip the screen open and find message after message loading as the power nears fully charged. A collection of text messages and voicemails pop up, all spaced out at about two-to-five minutes apart. There’s damn near a hundred.

      “Bloody hell.”

      I punch in the code for the voicemail, nearly falling over when I hear Marko’s voice. How did he even get this number?

      “Where are you? Are you okay? Answer my messages.”

      That message cuts off and another begins. “Coogan, this isn’t funny. Answer your fucking phone.”

      And another. “Goddamn it, where are you? You can’t tell me you need me and then just ignore me. What kind of heartless bastard are you?”

      And another. “This is your way of getting back at me, isn’t it? I tell you to let me go and you want to prove something, da? You want to prove that knowing you’re in trouble will kill me, da?”

      And another. “Fuck you, Coogan. Fuck you straight to Hell.”

      The man didn’t do anything else but call me last night, it seems. “Are you hurt? Are you dead? Yebat’, please don’t be dead. I’m going to start writing my phone number in all your shirts. That way, if you ever do drop dead somewhere, someone will have the decency to call me and let me know!”

      I roll my eyes. I feel as though I’m listening to a one-man play starring Marko. I have no idea what he’s talking about. When did I tell him I needed him? I fucked him and left. I do need him now. Just the sound of his voice is calming me in ways I can’t explain, but I don’t recall doing anything that would lead to this. And the most disturbing fact still remains—how did he get the number to an unregistered, randomly assigned burner phone?

      “Coogan, please,” he says in the next message, his voice hoarse, agony apparent in the sound. It hurts to hear. “I’m going insane. I don’t know who to call to find out if you’re okay. I need to know that you’re okay. Where are you? Please.”

      I hang up and dial his number, hitting send before I can take another breath. It doesn’t even ring. It clicks off. I dial again, and once more, the line goes dead without even the voicemail turning on. I dial again, and again, over and over, always with the same result.

      I hang up and scroll through the text messages. They mirror the phone calls. He progresses from mildly playful to annoyed, turning angry before screaming devastation. There’s no mention of why he stops. The last text was sent over ten hours ago. I was in the middle of my meeting with Minister Reynolds at that time.

      Bloody hell.

      What did Marko do?

      I dress, putting back on the same clothes, and go downstairs. My hair’s wet, sticking to my forehead. I’m still out of sorts, and I keep getting looks from the people I pass on my way through the lobby. I don’t entertain any of them. I march across the street to a pub and sink into a chair in the corner.

      I’m staring at the menu when the waitress asks, “What can I get you, love?”

      “Bangers and mash, and whatever brew you suggest going with it.”

      “Stirling lad?”

      It’s amazing. I’ve spent almost more years out of my hometown than I did living in it. For the most part, I think I’ve lost the heavier aspects of my accent. I’ve adapted most of the slang I use to that of my American friends. And yet, the first person I talk to in Scotland can hear the Stirling in me.

      “Aye.”

      “Get off,” she says, shoving my arm. “I used to get wrecked there every weekend at Milligan’s. Auch, it’s been years since I’ve been! How’s the scene?”

      I’ve forgotten how personal every single person in this country can be. It makes me smile, even though her words remind me of the worst times of my life. “It’s been a good while for me, as well.”

      “Well, cheers, Stirling lad,” she says, patting my arm again. “Your first round is on me.”

      “Cheers,” I say as she walks away.

      My drink and food are delivered quickly, distracting me from the thoughts that creep up. I don’t know which to be more focused on, really—Marko or going back to Stirling.

      Both are just as overwhelming.

      The food’s not bad, and the beer is better. I’m on my third Guinness when I tell the waitress to settle my tab. Out of nervous habit, I hold the flip phone in my hand, opening and closing it with a flick of my thumb. Déjà vu stirs up again, just as it had this morning on the ride to HQ.

      I’m losing my bloody mind.

      The chair across from me moves. I assume the waitress has returned with my bill.

      I’m slapped across the face with shock when I hear Marko say, “You know how to use one of those, don’t you?”

      The phone clunks onto the table as I glance up. Holy bloody hell. He’s here. How? Why? I’m unsettled by the fact that he could find me so easily. I’m a secret agent by trade, for Christ’s sake. It should take a wee bit of effort for someone to find me.

      “How—?”

      He doesn’t let me get more than that out. He plops down in the chair, a murderous look on his face. “I can’t believe you’re not dead.”

      The waitress steps up to the table just as he says it. She doesn’t say anything, but her eyes grow wide. I hand her more money than is needed and tell her not to bother with the balance.

      I watch her walk away, feeling the anger from Marko’s glare on me. I don’t look back at him. “Aye, I’m well trained with using phones.”

      “So that’s it? You were just being a dick? Fucking with me?”

      Not now, Marko. Just go back to wherever you were, do whatever you were doing, and don’t do this here right now.

      “From where I sit, you’re the one being the dick,” I say.

      “Look at me.”

      He’s loud enough to get the fact that he’s irate across, drawing the eye of those sitting closest to us.

      I humor him, looking him dead in the eyes. “What?”

      He makes a frustrated face. “What do you mean what?”

      Bloody hell, I shouldn’t find his annoyance so attractive. “What are you doing here?”

      “You tell me.”

      “I’m not privy to your bloody thoughts. I have no clue why you’re here.”

      “I never thought you’d try to hurt me like this. I thought I would do something like this eventually, but you? No. I trusted you to never hurt me like this.”

      He’s flying off the rails of an insanity train I don’t have a ticket for. I’m losing my patience with figuring this game out. “I thought you said you quit using.”

      His mood somehow grows even darker at that. “Fuck you, Coogan.”

      People near us react with gasps.

      “Marko, calm down.”

      “I just spent all day tracking your ass through half of Europe. I expended every asset I had to find out what happened to you, and my father is ready to disown me for stealing our jet to get here, and you have the yaytsa to say that to me?”

      He did what? Why?

      I don’t like that feeling you get when you know what seems impossible is real. I got it earlier when Minister Reynolds told me Bret was dead, and I’m getting it again now. My stomach twists, and my hands start to shake. I pat my pocket for my knife.

      “Coogan?”

      I shove away from the table, ignoring him, even as he calls my name two more times. He follows me out, chasing me across the street.

      “Go home, Marko.”

      “No.”

      I hear the hard click of his dress shoes against the sidewalk as he runs to catch up with me. He grabs my arm and I fight the instinct to wallap him. My training was extensive, General Zolkov drilling in the idea that when our guards are up, we’re to always react instantly. Every moment is danger waiting to happen. My body is telling me to throw a punch, neutralize the threat. But my mind is warning if I let the violence loose, I’ll never get it under control again.

      I let him stall my retreat, let him stand in front of me and grab my attention.

      It’s an odd thing, always hiding who I really am. People can’t know what I do. I don’t want anyone to know about my past. And Marko and I have never been able to just be together in public.

      I feel him moving closer to me, even though his body remains two feet away. His eyes are like the arms he wants to put around me. His shoulders lean forward, and I know he’d press his lips to mine if he could.

      This, him, what is between us is the last damn thing I need to deal with right now.

      “Are you in some kind of trouble?” he asks. “You can tell me if you are. You know you can. You’ve bailed me out of too many international prisons to not know that.”

      I’m touched by his concern—truly, I am. And maybe if we could be together out in the open, I’d lean into him and let him in just little bit. But I have to go this alone. Each time he pushes me, I get more defensive. I let the ticking clock inside me count down just a tad more.

      “Go home, Marko.”

      That’s not what he wants to hear. His lips curl with a sneer. I’m letting hatred seep into me to a degree that has me drowning in it. I hate being here. I hate that he found me. I even hate how beautiful he looks when he’s irritated.

      “You’re not getting rid of me that easily.”

      Don’t push me, kid. Please don’t.

      I turn around and walk away, heading down the block. The sun has set and most people are indoors. I hear him follow me. Each step he takes aggravates me further.

      Why can’t he ever listen? Why does he only do this to me at the worst times?

      Why can’t the universe just cut me a bloody break?

      His pace quickens, and I want to yell at him for it. He’s an idiot. He should know after everything he witnessed this past fall that I’m not the kind of man you try to corner. I held off my reaction once tonight, but I’m itching for a fight. After the week I've had, I welcome the prospect of delivering some pain right now.

      I move faster, cutting down a dirt path that leads to a cropping of trees.

      Marko starts to jog to catch up to me.

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      My hands flex in and out of fists. He keeps coming closer.

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      “Come on,” he calls out. “Just tell me what’s going on. I can help. You don’t have to do this al—”

      BAM.

      I spin around so fast he doesn’t finish his sentence, my fist connecting with his face. I don’t know what part, but a bomb has gone off inside of me, and the world has gone fuzzy with my rage.

      Marko doesn’t fight back—or maybe he does. I don’t know. All I know is anger. All I see are the things I can’t change. I’m shrouded by ghosts and deeds and blood, and I’m giving over to it, whether I want to or not. I can feel it. Normally, I let just enough go to feel the rush that always follows, but right now all I know is Hell. There’s no end to this.

      Fists meet flesh, over and over. Bones crack. Skin tears. Blood. I can taste it.

      There’s no pleasure.

      “Pokoy.”

      Pokoy. Russian for ‘peace’. That word stops me. It's his safe word, the one I gave him the night we met, the one I promised would halt everything in an instant if he needed me to stop.

      He’s never used it before.

      I’m out of breath, on my knees. I don’t know how I got here. Marko lies on the ground in front of me, blood pooling on his lips. His right eye is swollen and already growing dark with a bruise. My hands are still balled into tight fists that rest against his chest.

      Bloody hell.

      I haven’t lost control like this since—

      “Coogan?”

      That name. Why do I have to have that name?

      I fall back on my heels.

      “It’s okay,” he says.

      He’s telling me that? He’s the one that was just attacked. We weren’t playing. We didn’t walk out here with the intention of getting rough and fooling around. I lost my sanity and could've killed him. If I still had my knife, I just might have killed him.

      Bloody hell.

      “It’s okay,” he says again.

      He sits up, unable to disguise his pain as he does.

      I hurt him.

      I’m every bit the evil bastard I know I am.

      I don’t speak. I can’t. He doesn’t expect me to. He knows, when I go into my head like this, it’s hard for me to come back out of it.

      He moves closer, reaching for me. My guard’s up, and I spring to my feet. We might be within the cover of trees, but we’re still outside, which means we’re vulnerable to being seen.

      Marko stares up at me with so much understanding in his eyes that it guts me.

      “Come on,” I say. “Let’s get you fixed up.”
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      Marko and I say nothing as we walk back to the hotel and head up to my room. I let him clean up in peace as I busy myself with raiding the minibar, downing two of the tiniest whiskeys known to mankind.

      Never should have come back to Scotland.

      Flashes of memory assault me. I see Marko flinch with the first punch. I hear myself curse. Marko stumbles, falling to the ground, never once trying to physically stop me.

      My hands shake as I recall the amount of rage that came over me. It’s been a long damn time since I let it get this bad. I haven’t been out in the field since I got back from helping Shade.

      Next comes the worst part—the thrill. My heart is still pounding out of control. Adrenaline throbs through my veins. Everything’s brighter for a minute—clearer. It lasts only a moment, seeping into my skin before fading back into the blackness of my heart.

      I’m a sick bastard, aye? Getting off on what I just did?

      I force it all back down with a third and final mini-bottle of whiskey. The alcohol takes the edge off, but I can still feel traces of it in my skin. That was just a taste of what I really want to do.

      I leave the three bottles of vodka I found on the bed for Marko.

      Marko.

      He took every hit until he couldn’t stand it anymore. I pushed him to that point. In all the time I’ve known him, he’s never once used his safe word. I doubt he used it because he couldn’t tolerate the pain. Marko likes pain—he pushes me to deliver it often. He stopped me because he could see how far gone I was. I was madman out of control. And though he used that word, he didn’t act afraid on the walk back here. He handles hostility too well. He welcomes it.

      And I have a never-ending supply of violence buried inside of me.

      I hear the water running and realize he’s taking a shower. Maybe he’s not badly injured. He could walk and breathe. I didn’t kill him—this time.

      I kick off my shoes and that lone sock I'm still wearing before removing my shirt, leaving my pants on. Not for the sake of modesty. I’d really like nothing more than to strip down and fuck the daylights out of him right now. But it wouldn’t be right. I scared him somehow enough to track me down. I don’t want to be a bigger dick on top of it.

      I’m sitting on the edge of the bed, mindlessly watching television when he struts into the room. I don’t have to look to know he’s naked. Marko’s not a fan of letting an opportunity pass to walk around in the buff.

      His steps are soft, light. I feel the heat from his skin as my only warning he’s moved closer. His fingers trace the sword tattoo that runs the length of my back.

      My muscles tighten.

      He doesn’t say a word, just climbs onto the bed to sit with his back against mine. He leans into me, resting his head on my shoulder.

      And we sit. And sit. And sit.

      No words. Just breathing.

      I wonder what he’s thinking—I always bloody wonder what everyone is thinking. I know if it was Marko having this breakdown, and I was in his shoes, I’d be talking until I lost my voice to get to the bottom of the problem. But not Marko. He confronted me in the pub, but it was more out of concern for his bruised ego when I didn’t answer his messages. He needed to know I was alive and okay. Everything else is just details to him.

      And we agreed a long time ago that the details of our lives don’t belong in our relationship.

      “Spat’,” he says after another long while.

      Sleep. Aye. I suppose we could try to do that.

      I stand to turn off the television.

      “Take those off,” he says, pointing to my pants.

      It ain’t some offer to shag. I can tell by the look in his eyes. Maybe he knows this is the wall I’m trying to keep up between us.

      I do as he says and turn off the light before crawling into bed. I lay on my side, away from him. He doesn’t seem bothered. He just slides over and wraps an arm around my waist. Two minutes tops before he’s out like a light. I know the exact moment due to his weight resting heavy on my back.

      Wound too tight to actually relax, I lay there wide-awake. The wall is a dark grey color, just light enough that—as my eyes adjust to the darkness—I can see it. I’m not seeing it, though. I’m seeing a different wall, in a different room. And I’m not seeing grey anymore. No, I’m seeing red.

      I close my eyes.

      I’m not still there. That’s not happening right now. Everything is okay.

      I stiffen when I feel Marko's lips touch the nape of my neck. He presses a kiss to my skin and whispers, “otdykh.”

      Rest. There’s no rest for me.

      I’ll rest when I’m dead.
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      “You ever think about it?”

      I’m reclined back against a gravestone and staring up at the stars when Bret asks that. I’m fifteen bloody years old. I don’t think about much but two things these days.

      One of those things I smell when he lights the joint.

      There ain’t nothing like hiding out in the graveyard to smoke some fine weed.

      I take a deep breath, enjoying the aroma, and ask, “What’s that?”

      He takes a hit and holds it in. I figure he’s already forgotten whatever profound remark he wanted to make when he exhales. Then he says, “There’s going to come a day when we’re not here.”

      I take my hit from the joint. “Mate, you know I’ve dreamt about leaving this shitehole my whole life.”

      We pass the smoke back and forth, laughing and relaxing—forgetting. The stars start to twinkle a wee bit more, the night wrapping itself around us.

      “I didn’t mean that,” he says.

      We’ve long since finished the joint and I don’t recall what he didn’t mean. I’m feeling too right to care.

      “I didn’t mean leaving Stirling,” he says.

      Aye, he said something about that earlier. “What did you mean?”

      I scoot on to my side and scratch my chest, staring at him. Bret has nice lips. I like them most when he speaks. They’re moving right now—can’t keep my eyes off of them. I wish he swung my way. Those lips are seriously being misused.

      “Gani,” he says, shoving me. “Are you listening to me?”

      Am I listening to him? No. I’m just watching his lips and imaging them put to good use. “No.”

      “I said we’ll die.”

      We’ll die? Bloody hell. What did we do? We smoked. Goddamn, what did we smoke? I’ve heard of some strands driving men bonkers. Is that what he got? He gets this shite from his gran. The old bat is likely to smoke any old grass from her own damn yard.

      Poison. She gave us poison. All to teach us a lesson.

      I sit up too fast, and my head’s spinning around. When my eyes clear, all I see are gravestones.

      Bloody hell! We’re already dead!

      “ZOMBIES!”

      I scream and jump to my feet. Do we start eating brains now? I’ve heard that’s what zombies eat. I don’t want to eat brains. I could eat the fuck out of Maw’s stew right now but not her brains.

      “Gani!”

      Something grabs me, and I lose my shite. I swing and cuss and bite and scratch, but it holds on tight and fights right back. What the bloody hell is happening? Where am I? What’s going on?

      My damn heart is about to rip through my chest with how hard it’s beating.

      I get knocked to the ground, held down. “Let me go!”

      “Calm down, you wanker,” Johnny says.

      Johnny. I know Johnny. He’s a friend.

      “Run, John!" I yell, "There’s something here. Something about to get us!”

      “What the bloody hell is he on about?” Johnny asks.

      I start to answer when I hear Bret say, “He’s blazed.”

      Blazed. Is he talking about me? Am I blazed? I open my eyes—didn’t even realize they were closed. Everything’s close and far away at the same time. Bret and Johnny are above me, looking pure baffled.

      “Evening, lads,” I say with a smile.

      They both howl, moving away from me. Johnny shakes his head. “Gani, you really need to build up a tolerance, mate.”

      I rub my eyes as I sit up. Can’t seem to open them fully as I look at my friends. “What’s going on?”

      “You two jackanapes snuck out here and lit up without me,” Johnny says, punching Bret’s arm.

      Bret sways on his feet. “Guilty.”

      I can’t shake the feeling that something bad is coming. Even so, I howl. “Well, it ain’t our fault you were late. He was late, aye?”

      The last bit I ask Bret, who nods. “Aye, we waited as long as we could.”

      “Ten bloody minutes. I’m ten minutes late and you two are already guttered,” Johnny says.

      “Pfft, Bret has loads more where that came from,” I say.

      I’m unsteady on my legs as I try to stand. Johnny helps me find my balance. I hug him. “Cheers, mate.”

      “Get off, you wanker,” he says, shoving me away.

      “Did you bring food, then?” I ask.

      “Aye,” Johnny says, tossing me a set of keys. “It’s in the truck at the back of the shed.”

      I spin around and then sway as the world goes a tad sideways.

      “We’ll never see that food,” Bret says behind me as I set off.

      “Aye, but he’ll fair better with that than another session,” Johnny says. "Light up."

      I don’t even care that I’m missing out. Johnny’s right. If I smoke any more, I’m liable to lie down in a grave and never wake up.

      I work my way around gravestones and trees, tripping more times than I care to admit. I stop more than once to stare at something—I can’t even bloody remember what it was that I found so fascinating.

      It’s ages before I find the shack. It’s the local church's gutted-out greenhouse. The last priest—or two priests ago—had this thing about nature. Father Brodie doesn’t suffer the same affliction. As such, the greenhouse has become a rundown shack that everyone hides behind to do exactly what the lads and I are doing tonight.

      Johnny’s truck is right next to it. Brilliant. Food. I’m starved enough to eat my weight in just about damn near anything.

      I start for it when I hear something. It’s coming from the shack—no, around the side of the shack. There are voices and a clanking sound. Absolutely nothing good happens in a place like this in the dead of night. I have enough of my wits about me to know not to just walk straight over to the noise.

      I’m blazed enough to let my curiosity get the better of me, though.

      I open the rotted back door of the shack and step in. Bloody hell, it stinks. Wouldn’t be surprised if the priest stacked dead bodies up in here, people too poor to pay for funerals.

      “Dig it deep, boys,” a voice says on the other side of the wall I’m next to. “She’s on the express way to Hell.”

      I move closer, peering through gaps in the wood. It’s so pure dead dark that I can hardly see a thing. The moon’s not much more than a sliver right now, letting no light shine down, but I make out the shapes of four men. Two stand around while the others are hunched forward, doing something. I hear that clanking again.

      “You sure about this, boss?”

      “You questioning me?”

      “No, of course not… just saying, it’s the priest’s garden—”

      “And he ain’t made use of it in the twelve bloody years he’s been here.”

      I don’t recognize the voices. They all sound rough and mean, not the sort of men I’d associate with. Da would wallap me if he even knew I was standing here.

      “Thanks again for the tip, Dougie.”

      Dougie. That sobers me right up. I’ve heard that nickname used by only one man in this town, Fergus MacGinty, and he's only ever used it when talking to my da.

      My heart stalls in my throat as I lean closer, straining to make out their faces. I know I shouldn’t. Da has warned me a million times.

      'Don’t concern yourself with MacGinty’s business unless you want to become it.'

      But he was asleep in his bed when I snuck out. What the bloody hell is he doing here? And with MacGinty, no less. And what are the other two men digging?

      “Aye,” Da says. I make out that he’s the one standing with his back to me. I wish I could see his face. “You said you wanted her found, and I found her.”

      “You’re a good man, Dougie," MacGinty says. "The best.”

      I feel sick.

      “You need me to finish it up?” Da asks. “Polly hasn’t been feeling her best and the kids—”

      “Go on home," MacGinty says. "There’s naught to do but cover the bitch up.”

      Cover what bitch up?

      'Don’t become his business.'

      Da leaves. I step further back into the shack and crouch down. I don’t know what to do. I don’t want to be found. I can’t head out to the truck or they’ll realize I was here. I don’t know anything, really. All I saw was a couple of fellas digging a hole. I have no idea what it was meant for.

      Don’t think about it.

      I keep my breaths shallow, listening until I hear the fellas leave and a few cars drive away.

      I count to one hundred in my head.

      I’m at eighty-five when I catch a whiff of weed in the air.

      The lads.

      I’m on my feet and throwing the door open, saying, “you bastards,” before I realize it’s not them.

      Roger Milligan stands in front of me, looking like a damn guppy fish with his mouth hanging open. He’s holding a joint, and I snatch it from him without asking. I need it. Bloody hell, I want to smoke so much I forget everything I just saw.

      “Gani?” Roger asks.

      “Aye,” I say, taking a second hit.

      “What are you doing out here?”

      What am I doing out here? I’ve been gone God knows how long and the wankers I came here with haven’t come to check on me. I could be dead. They could be dead.

      'I said we’re going to die.'

      “Not dying,” I say, handing the joint back to Roger. "You wanna shag?"

      He’s still staring at me like I’m a hallucination. It takes all of two seconds for my offer to sink in, though. I don’t know if he’s alone. If he’s not, he’ll be playing the part of a good straight boy who hates me tonight. But if he’s alone… well, my dick is all sorts of excited about that prospect.

      I could definitely use a bit of that tonight.

      “Yeah, all right,” he says finally.

      I grab his shirt and pull him into the shack.
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      “That’s the wrong side of the car.”

      I roll my eyes as I climb behind the wheel of our rental car outside the hotel in Edinburgh. I snuck out around sun up, while Marko continued to sleep, and purchased both of us a few sets of clothes. I was dressing when he finally woke up.

      He never asked about what happened last night—too focused on complaining about everything we Scots do wrong to talk about much else. This morning his bruises look bad, but it could be worse. Marko doesn’t seem bothered much by them. His cheek is the worst, since he can’t cover it up with clothes.

      He takes his seat next to me with an incredulous look. “Aren’t you going to get confused sitting on the right-hand side?”

      “No, I’ll be on the other side of the road, too.”

      He shudders, patting his pockets for something as I adjust the seat and the steering wheel. He leans over the seatback, searching through the duffel bag I purchased to carry our stuff.

      “What are you looking for?”

      He mutters something in Russian and then hoots when he finds it.

      I groan when I see the joint in his hand. “So last night when I accused you of using…?”

      He makes a face as if I’ve lost all my intelligence. “Pot isn’t a drug. I don’t break in windows when I run out of pot.”

      “The aggressiveness of the addiction it produces is not the point.”

      Bloody hell. That’s shite Da used to tell me.

      He lights up as I pull out of the parking lot. I roll the windows down for ventilation. Marko takes a long hit, winking at me as he holds his breath.

      When he finally releases, he blows the smoke my way. “What’s the point, then?”

      “You’re an ass.”

      He laughs, taking another hit He dangles his left hand out the window, holding the joint, and rests his right hand on my thigh.

      I’m no less on edge this morn than I was last night. I’m more so, even. There’s no getting around facing my family today. Marko is going to meet my parents. I tried talking him into leaving this morning, but he wasn’t having it. I’m stuck with him whether I like it or not. And now he’s going to meet my parents. Part of me is still annoyed as shit that he’s here, but I like the feel of his hand on my leg. I know he’s here to support me. He’ll be in my corner—my cold, sad, little corner.

      “So, how far are we going?” he asks.

      I’m just now realizing that in all the years I’ve known him, in all the secrets I’ve shared with him, I’ve never once mentioned where I grew up. “Uh… town called Stirling.”

      “Stirling?”

      I hate that name almost as much as I hate my own. “Aye.”

      “And what are we going to find in Stirling?”

      Swift kicks to the behind as they boot us back out of town. “Hopefully nothing.”

      “Like, the town is abandoned?”

      My hands tighten over the steering wheel. I can’t keep stringing him along. He’s in the bloody car on the way to Stirling. All those details that I’ve never shared are going to come out one way or another now.

      “More like I hope it—” I stop myself before I can finish that sentence. I hope it’s blown up and there's nothing left of the place.

      No, I don’t hope that. I picture a plane with Bret on board, seeing the flames in my mind.

      “Hey,” Marko says, shaking my thigh. “You with me here?”

      “Aye.”

      He offers me the joint. “You want some?”

      “No, I can’t see them high.”

      “I need to be high just to deal with your driving situation out here and… wait, see who?”

      “Stirling is sort of my hometown.”

      He considers that for a moment, putting out his smoke without taking another puff. “Does that mean what I think it means?”

      “If you think it means I grew up there, then aye.”

      “Who are we going to see?”

      I gnash my teeth together.

      “Coogan,” he says. “Who are we going to see?”

      “My family.”
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      Just about every town in this country has a patch of wide-open green land, houses that were built before the Great War, and a bloody castle stationed just above. To those visiting from far away, it’s mystical to see. For those of us who grew up in the town down below, it’s just a bloody pile of stones on a hill.

      I see the castle first. It’s meant to be seen from a distance. The stronghold at the gate to the north, Stirling sits on the boundary line of the lowlands and highlands. My da used to say that was an important duty to remember—that our town stood in two places at once. My maw used to say it meant everyone here was born with two sides to their soul.

      Marko is silent as we approach town. He’s brimming with questions, I can feel it, but he’s holding it all back. I should have warned him. We never had this sort of moment with his parents. I met them the same night I met him—as his bodyguard. Eventually, his mother caught on that we were something more, but we’ve never done this. I’ve never been to Russia with him. I’ve never seen his family’s home. It’s just not done there.

      I should’ve warned him.

      “You need to change your name,” I say, navigating through these streets with ease, like I never left.

      “Why?”

      “Let’s just say there are more than just simple sheep farmers around here, and I don’t want the bad element to figure out who you are.”

      It’s a classic diplomat shadow trick—travel under an alias, keep your real identity on the down low. I called in a favor while I was out this morning and told Marty to put a track on Marko’s identity. If anyone goes snooping for him, his location, his travel plans, where he ate his last meal in Russia, Marty will know about it and contact me. It might seem excessive, but I’m not taking any chances.

      Bret’s dead.

      Bret was just at a function with Marko and now he’s dead. Whoever was responsible for that could set their sights on Marko next. I tell myself that’s why we need to give him a different name while in Stirling. I just ignore the part where my own selfishness makes me not want anyone in this town to realize who he is and what he means to me.

      People have a tendency to lose what they love in this town.

      “Bad element? What the hell kind of town did you grow up in?”

      “You’re a communist.”

      “No, I’m a socialist.”

      “Marko, you do know that doesn’t mean you enjoy going out and partying all the time, aye?”

      He shrugs. “So, you need to change my name?”

      “What’s your middle name again?”

      “Gregori.”

      I make a face that causes him to laugh. “How adverse are you to being called Gregor?”

      Marko could pass for being Scottish, maybe a northerner, since he's pale with dark hair… just as long as he doesn’t open his mouth.

      “I had an uncle who used to call me Greg. I still, to this day, have no idea why.”

      “Aye, well, pretend the whole damn country is your uncle.”

      Now, for a last name… I try to recall the main families in town. It has to be something that people won’t expect relation from.

      “Can I be Gregor McDuck?”

      “Don’t make me wallap you.”

      He laughs. He’s having entirely too much fun at my expense.

      “Shaw,” I say. “Gregor Shaw.”

      “Yebat’ I sound like a dork.”

      I glance sideways at him. “You are a dork. And don’t say yebat’, or da, or talk at all.”

      He taps his fingers on my thigh. “If I had a nickel for every time someone told me not to talk… well, I suppose I do have that many nickels.”

      Now I laugh.

      It’s midday. People roam the streets—off to work, off to shop, off to do fuck all I don’t really care about. I wonder what my parents do at this time of day now. I can’t really remember what they used to do before I left town. I never paid much attention to their daily habits, so caught up in my own.

      The family house is at the edge of town, tucked away with a yard and barn that I see hasn’t been repaired in sixteen years.

      I stall on the last crossing before we reach it. I can see it. My heart speeds up, damn near choking me with nerves.

      “Are you lost?” Marko asks.

      “Eternally.”

      “Coogan?”

      “What?”

      “Is there a reason we’ve been stopped here for ten minutes?”

      “Oh, aye. That’s my—”

      I don’t get to finish before I hear the bleats of a team coming down the way.

      Marko looks to me and then out the window and then back to me. “Sheep?”

      I nod. “They’re more frequent than cars here.”

      He stares in disbelief as one after another files onto the road. As the road isn’t paved, many stop in the dead center to eat the grass growing through the dirt. Soon, the car is surrounded by an entire drove.

      “Yebat’,” he says, scooting up and back, leaning this way and that to see them. “How much did I smoke?”

      “Do you not have animals in Russia?”

      “Not like this. We have them in their natural habitats.” I give him a look and he adds, “You know, zoos.”

      Bloody wanker. It’s another good ten minutes before the sheep clear themselves down the road on the other side of the crossing. Marko relights his joint and offers it to me again.

      “Pass.”

      I give myself an internal pep talk, thinking of what Shade would tell me right now. You don’t get this far in the battle and walk away from the war.

      I’m here for Bret.

      I ease off the break and drive straight to the house of my past. My da’s truck is parked out front. The sight further adds to my anxiety. He’s home.

      Parking along the edge of the road, just to the left of the property, I stare out the window for several minutes. Marko is antsy next to me, smoothing his hands down his trousers. He’s fussing for nothing. I picked out a dark grey suit that’s slightly loose on his legs but fits him everywhere else. Bright white shirt and a dark blue tie. His hair’s slicked back and his chin is a little fuzzy. He’s damn near edible.

      I’m dressed much more casually, faded blue jeans and white T-shirt. I splurged and bought a black leather jacket and some black boots. I used to dress like this on the regular here. I’ve since drifted away from the style. I’m disturbed by how effortless it feels to wear it again.

      “This is your house?”

      I look to the two-story cottage, white with light green trim. It’s just as it was when I last saw it. Why hasn’t anything changed? I’ve changed. My eyes land on the door where a black flag hangs. Well, I suppose something has changed since I left.

      “My parents’.”

      “You didn’t grow up here?”

      “I did.” I count to one hundred in my head and sigh. “Look, there’s something you have to keep in mind about my family.”

      He nods.

      I try to explain and give up, shaking my head. I don’t know how to put it into words.

      He’ll experience it soon enough.

      So I climb out of the car without saying a word. Marko hops out after me, keeping one step behind as I walk through the front gate. I feel so exposed, like a red dot is about to appear on my chest.

      My hand shakes when I raise it to knock.

      I don’t even get the chance to connect my fist to the wood.

      The door flies open, and my maw is standing there. Eyes wide, mouth dropping open, she screams. She jumps up and down, still screaming as she throws her arms around me. I hear Marko wheeze behind me.

      “Maw,” I try to say as she squeezes the hell out of me.

      “Gani. It’s you!" she shouts. "It’s really you!”

      I hug her back, insisting that it’s me and it’s okay and she can let go any bloody time now. She’s shoving me through the doorway, into the house, like she thinks I’m about to run.

      “Maw, I have a guest,” I say.

      The words are barely from my mouth when she lets go of me. Marko stands there, pale as paste, his hand extended in greeting. I tried to warn him. This shit isn’t easy to put into words. Maw reaches out, grabs his tie, and yanks him to her for a hug. She doesn’t even know who he is and she’s hugging him the same way she did me. I’m highly amused by the look on Marko’s face. For once, I’m not the only one feeling attacked by sentiment around here.

      “Let them go, Polly. Let the boys get some air.”

      I stiffen at the sound of my da’s voice, turning as he walks down the stairs. He’s changed since I last saw him. Age has eaten at his joints, noticeable since he’s using a cane now. His hair’s all but gone up top, and the man is practically skin and bones.

      I brace myself when he reaches the bottom step. His eyes are a dark grey like storm clouds. He assesses me for all of two seconds before a smile splits his face. “My son, you’ve come home! Gani, you’ve come home!” Tears are in his eyes as he pulls me into a hug. His embrace isn’t as excessive as Maw’s, but I daresay it crushes me more than hers did.

      I can’t remember the last time he hugged me.

      “Now who might you be?” Maw asks. She has one arm tucked around Marko’s waist and the other arm pressed against his chest. Her hand pats his tie as she smiles up at him.

      Marko lets out a shaky laugh. “I’m, uh…”

      “He’s my associate,” I say. “Gregor Shaw.”

      “Shaw,” Maw says, turning to Da. “Don’t you know a Shaw?”

      “Aye,” Da says, looking to Marko. “By chance are you related to Sheamus Shaw?”

      Marko looks like a deer in headlights. He doesn’t say anything—he’s not supposed to say anything. He casts a pleading glance at me.

      “Unfortunate name, Da,” I say. “And no, he’s not related to anyone you would know.”

      I try to move us past this, walking further into the room and removing my coat.

      Da’s not having it. He scoffs and says, “I daresay you can’t possibly know that. I’m well connected, son.”

      “Aye, I know,” I say with a hard edge to my voice.

      He starts to argue, and I’m right back to being nineteen again. It’s as if not a single bloody second has passed. I get in his face. I’m ready for the fight—ready for any fight.

      Just give me one damn reason to finish whatever we never started, old man.

      Maw must sense it. She steps between us, giving Da a small nudge. “Oh, Douglas, it don’t matter. He’s home! And Gregor dear, welcome! Our home is yours.”

      Marko is still frozen in place, his mouth all but hanging open.

      I roll my eyes. Any other day, he’s all charisma and charm, but he chooses now and here to go daft.

      “Is he daft?” Da asks. “Or deaf?”

      I groan. “Neither. You’re overwhelming him.”

      “Aw, daft,” Da mumbles under his breath. “What sort of business is he in?”

      “Gani’s business,” Ma says. “Or are you deaf?”

      They bicker, or more like tease each other, about their ages and how it doesn’t affect much in their lives.

      I ignore them and move closer to Marko. “You all right?”

      “Da.”

      He says it louder than he means to, loud enough that they hear him. I cringe as he shoots me an apologetic look. What did I expect, really? Marko has loads of experience keeping secrets, but he’s always still himself. He hasn’t been trained on becoming someone else—even with something as simple as a name or an accent.

      “Did he just call me Da?” Da asks, speaking slowly, enunciating each word like Marko is both an idiot and hard of hearing. “I ain’t your da, laddie. I’m his.”

      He points his cane at me, and I shove it aside.

      “He’s not saying Da,” I say. “He said da.”

      “Did you take a blow to the head since you left?” Da asks.

      I sigh. If the past five minutes of my life are any indication of how this visit is going to go, I best give up this endeavor now. It doesn’t matter with these two, anyhow. “I’m not an idiot. He’s speaking Russian. Da means ‘aye’ in his native tongue.”

      “You don’t speak English?” Da asks. Marko shakes his head, and Da mirrors the action. “Aye, you were right, Gani. I don’t know any Russian Shaws.”

      He casts me a look that speaks volumes. It says, 'Gani, what have you gotten yourself into?' And, 'So, it’s not okay that I associate with men who have two names, but you can?'

      My hands go up in surrender. “Aye, all right. He’s not my associate. He’s my friend. And he’s not Scottish. He’s Russian. And his name is Marko. And that information doesn’t leave this house.”

      I look my da square in the eye, and he nods. I don’t have to confirm it with my maw. She’s been keeping plenty of secrets for far longer than I’ve ever known.

      “Are his teeth really his?” Maw asks. “My word, they’re so bright they twinkle!”

      Marko smiles sheepishly and flashes his perfect teeth.

      “Aye, those are his,” I say.

      “Why did you bring him here?” Da asks. “We don’t speak Russian. We can’t talk to him.”

      I didn’t bring him anywhere. And at any rate, if I had, it wouldn’t be for you… it’d be for me.

      I bite the inside of my cheek and say, “He can speak four languages, Da. One of which I assure you is the King’s English.”

      Marko stands there like a codfish when the three of us look to him, not aiding my point.

      “He’s just… tired," I assure them. "We’ve had a long journey.”

      “Oh, bless me! You laddies need some food and some rest. I’ll get to crackin’ on a bit of nosh,” Maw says as she stops beside me, leaning on tiptoes to pat my cheek. “So happy to see you, Gani, my love.”

      “Happy to see you, Maw.”

      Da works his way past me, arguing with his cane and feeble legs all the while. He holds his hand out to Marko and the sight takes me aback. Marko’s father has shown me such respect, but in the capacity of my job, never as Marko’s personal friend.

      “Welcome to our home, Marko,” Da says, before adding, in all seriousness, “Blink twice if you understand what I’m saying.”

      “Da,” I whine.

      Marko laughs and blinks and thanks him for his generosity. Da slaps my shoulder as he works his way towards the kitchen.

      “You dick,” Marko says, punching my arm once we’re alone. “I was all worked up expecting… well, my family to be in this house. How dare you make me think these nice people were frightening?”

      I shrug. “I hate overly dramatic public displays of affection. I’d gladly take Russian torture over my maw’s squeezy hugs any day.”

      I laugh, and he punches my arm again.

      “Hey, now, take it easy. You still have yet to meet my brother… and my sisters.”

      “Sisters,” he echoes, all too intrigued by that prospect.

      “They’re all married.”

      He snaps his fingers. “Good to know. And this brother of yours? Is he as handsome as you?”

      I smirk. “He owns a farm.”

      His amusement falls flat. “Oh.”

      “Where he raises sheep.”

      He makes a disgruntled face that makes me laugh all over again.

      “You people and your sheep,” he mumbles, trailing after my parents, straight into the kitchen.

      I find myself wandering my childhood home.

      The sound of conversation filters through doorways that line the hall. My parents like Marko already, I can tell. I figured they would. Marko’s a likable guy. I never thought he’d get the chance to meet them, though.

      I end up back at the end of the stairs, staring into space.

      My maw’s laughter echoes from the kitchen, drawing me out of my thoughts. The sound makes me smile. That woman finds happiness in the darkest of days.

      I stand there a while longer, unable to encourage my feet to move. The main wall of the living room is covered from floor to ceiling with pictures. I mindlessly stare at them. They're of my sisters and their husbands at each of their weddings, and my brother on his farm with his favorite sheep. There's even one of Bret, Johnny, and me at some random moment in our lives. I linger on that one for a bit. Johnny has a fag hanging from his lips, posing like he’s some sort of model. I’m whittling at a piece of wood, my trusty knife in hand. And then there’s Bret. He’s squat down, petting a stray cat, not even looking at the camera.

      Bret.

      I pat my pocket.

      The picture directly next to it is of me in my uniform the day I became a soldier. I’m not much older in it than I was in the other picture.

      My eyes scan past many more memories on the wall, all the way down to my grandda—Irving Coogan MacNeal. My bloody namesake. He’s not alone in the picture. Amos MacGinty, Fergus MacGinty’s da, stands next to him, looking much like my friends and me do in our picture.

      I feel the air shift as I detect the sound of approaching footsteps. The conversation has hushed in the other room, and apparently, my absence hasn’t gone unnoticed.

      Marko’s cologne hits me two seconds before he speaks. “Who’s that?”

      “That’s my legacy.”

      He leans in to inspect the picture up close. “You have his nose.”

      “And his name.”

      Among many other things.

      He turns to look me in the eye. “Wait, you were named after someone? Your family was mean enough to give two people that name?”

      I have always insisted that I hate my name, and I do, but not the name itself. I think Coogan is a decent name. I just wasn’t named after a decent Coogan.

      'Little Coogan.'

      “We’re sadists, what can I say?”

      He finds that amusing, returning his attention to the picture. “Who’s the other guy?”

      “No one you would know.”

      “Well, duh,” he says. “I wasn’t alive when Thomas Edison was inventing the light bulb.”

      “He didn’t invent it. He just improved it.”

      “You sure your name isn’t Coogan Wikipedia MacNeal? That’s who this is, isn’t it?” He points to MacGinty in the photo. “That’s the first guy to ever post on Wikipedia, isn’t it?”

      I sigh. This is exactly why I didn’t want to bring him along. He makes things simple, when this life here was anything but simple. He thinks he knows the worst about me—but the men in that picture represent shit so dark I doubt he’d be able to look at me ever again if he knew the truth.

      “There you laddies are,” Maw calls as she steps into the hall. “Supper is going to be in about an hour. Run along and unpack. You know where your room is, Gani, love.”

      I say, “Aye,” as she pinches my cheek.

      Marko winks at her as she passes, and she blushes with a giddy burst of laughter.

      “I like her," Marko says. "Can we take her back with us?”

      I grab his arm and shove him towards the front door. “You already have a mother. A very nice woman.”

      “She’s nice to you. She likes you. Me, she yells at all the bloody time.”

      I stop short, eyeing him. “What did you just say?”

      His face is devilish. “What? My name is Gregor. I’m just tryin'-a fit in.”

      His forced brogue somehow makes him sound like he swallowed the Leprechaun on the box of Lucky Charms and vomited him up in Soviet Russia. There’s not a damn thing Scottish about it. “I’m really not afraid of punching you again.”

      He laughs. Only Marko would find that funny. Pointing to his cheek, he says, “Your mom asked me about this.”

      “Aye?” I ask, leading him outside to the car.

      “Da.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      “That we couldn’t decide which side of the street to drive on and you didn’t want to die.”

      That’s as good a reason as any, I suppose.

      I unlock the car and grab the duffel, immediately regretting that I didn’t buy us two separate bags. I bought Marko the suit and both of us a few changes of casual clothes like what I’m wearing, along with the basics—razors, shampoo, and the like. The suits we both wore to Edinburgh are in the trunk. I didn’t think through how it would look for us to show up with barely anything, that we planned to share. Normal guy friends don’t do that, don’t they?

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, leaning against the side of the car.

      I hadn’t anticipated having this conversation here, but like everything else that’s happened lately, I don’t have a choice. “My parents know I’m gay.”

      The words are from my lips and hanging in the air between us so fast and unfounded that his eyes go wide and he just stares at me for a minute. Then he says, “Okay.”

      “What I mean is, I’m out here. Everyone knows my preference, have for a long time. And well, they might assume that because you’re here with me that…”

      I trail off and hope he picks up where I was heading.

      He does. I see it in his eyes. Does he want anyone here to know he’s gay? It’s safe here—especially if people think he’s Scottish. We’re removed from any international reporters who might catch him in the act. No one from his homeland will accidentally find him. He can be out in the open if he wants to.

      “Would it bother anyone if they knew we…?”

      He trails off himself, and his words go straight under my skin, where I’m already bleeding raw. Leave it to Marko to jump straight to that thought. I was thinking of him being comfortable, while he goes straight for the hope that we can be some sort of open couple.

      I daresay that’s a giant leap from our usual arrangement of keep it behind closed doors. I’m not going to psychoanalyze it. Marko has always been the one who wanted more from this.

      Part of me wishes I could give it to him.

      But unfortunately, even if I could, now wouldn’t be the time. He can be out in the open, and I can be out in the open, but no, we still can’t be out in the open together. Not here. Not with the eyes I can feel on me already.

      “In there,” I say, nodding to the house. “Not out here.”

      He contemplates that, looking at what little of the town you can see from the curb. “Da… I mean, yes.” He tries to adopt a more neutral accent as he corrects himself. “I’m okay with whatever they want to assume. And what about in there?”

      He motions towards the house.

      I look to the house. “Well, Maw’s already mentally adopted you, and they know me well enough to know I don’t trust anyone. So they probably already know. If you’re okay with it, we can be us in there.”

      We can be us. Us. What the bloody hell do I mean by that?

      Comfortable—let our guards down. That’s all I mean.

      His eyes light up. “Yes, I would like for us to be us.”

      I pat my pockets, finding only the keys to the car. He heads in while I lock it.

      Us.

      Out in the open, and not out in the open.

      Us.

      Together as 'us' in my parents’ home.

      Us.

      Bloody hell, I miss my knife.
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      “Come in, boys.”

      Johnny looks to me, and I look to Bret, the three of us standing together as we shuffle into Father Brodie’s office. We’ve stepped in it this time. No bullshitting our way out of this one. Not with Johnny’s black eye and Bret’s busted lip.

      And my bleeding knuckles, of course.

      We aren’t told to sit so we stand in front of the good Father’s desk, waiting for punishment.

      He takes his dear sweet Jesus-loving time about it. I don’t know where the lads look, but I keep my eyes trained on the Father’s, and he stares right back at me.

      “Who wants to tell me what happened?” he finally asks.

      We ain’t snitches. All three of us will go to the grave with the secrets we know.

      Even so, Johnny breaks first. “It was self-defense, Father.”

      “Self-defense?” Father Brodie echoes. “Did you see what you did to that poor lad?”

      “Aye,” Bret chimes in. “And he deserved every inch of it, Father.”

      I look to the ceiling with a sigh. My friends might be good at keeping secrets, but they are shite with standing up against interrogation.

      “Coogan?”

      I glance back down at the sound of my name. I hate my name. I’m almost sixteen, and I can still remember the day I decided to change that name. Father Brodie is the only person in town who doesn’t call me Gani.

      “Aye, sir?” I ask.

      “What do you have to say about the situation?”

      Johnny’s every bit as eager to jump to my defense here as he did outside a few minutes ago. “Gani’s innocent, Father. He was the one we were defending!”

      My hands have just as much blood on them as my friends’ do. And as Johnny just pointed out, I’m the entire reason the fight broke out.

      Even so, I ain’t got shite to tell the priest.

      I shrug.

      Father Brodie considers himself a shoulder to all us patrons. He’s told us all our lives that we can come to him with any and every problem we have. I believe him for the most part, but I highly doubt he’ll support me on this.

      “Why does Coogan need defending?” Father Brodie asks.

      Don’t say it. Don’t you bloody say—

      “Because that cunt called him a queer!” Johnny says.

      There it is, out in the open, just as I’m trying to be.

      I’m not ashamed. I look Father Brodie in the eye again just as he says, “Why did he call you that?”

      Johnny answers that for me. “Because he is.” He realizes what he’s just said and adds, “Sorry, mate. I don’t know the nice term.”

      I shake my head and mumble something about it being okay. I know he means well. Just as I know he meant well when he decked Roger Milligan for taking a piss at my expense. Johnny doesn’t know anything about being a proper person, but he’s a good lad.

      “So the lad called Coogan… something that he claims to be, and you felt it necessary to attack him for it?”

      The Father speaks plainly, but somehow, the words feel twisted in my skull. I’m sick to my stomach, casting my eyes anywhere but towards him now. Is it just me or did he just say it was okay for Roger to call me names?

      “It was wrong, Father,” Bret says.

      “I agree,” Father Brodie says. “Fighting is always wrong.”

      I taste bile on the back of my tongue.

      “No,” Bret clarifies, “it was wrong for Roger to say that to him. There ain’t nothing wrong with Gani. He just prefers lads. Ain’t nothing wrong with that.”

      “Aye, nothing wrong at all,” Johnny says.

      I peek towards the Father just as he says, “Well, that’s debatable, lads, but at any rate, no matter what young Roger said, your actions are what we’re discussing now.”

      That’s debatable.

      It’s not okay for me to like lads. I knew it was coming. It’s come at me from all angles since I first realized why I never liked lassies much.

      “What’s my punishment, then?” I ask, ready to be done with this.

      I can feel Bret and Johnny both looking to me. They’d be willing to kick the good Father’s arse right here and now if they really understood what he just said. I don’t need them to do that, though, just as I didn’t need them to beat Roger into a bloody pulp.

      “All three—”

      “No,” I say, staying his declaration. “They just told you—I’m the reason the fight happened. They were just defending me. They get to go home, and I’ll take the punishment for the lot of us.”

      “Gani,” Bret says.

      “Shut your shite,” Johnny whispers.

      “Go,” I say.

      Father Brodie waves his hand to dismiss them. It takes a minute, but they finally walk out.

      I’ve never felt more alone than I do standing there once the door shuts.

      “What’s my punishment, Father?”

      He watches me, calculating some problem in his head I’m not privy to. “Is it true, Coogan? What they said?”

      Persecution. It’s hardly an original punishment, especially for the church. I’ve kept my preference quiet for well over a year now. I ain’t the only gay kid in town. I ain’t the first, nor will I be the last to come out, but I kept it to myself to avoid moments like this.

      “Aye, sir,” I say, holding my head high.

      He gets this look then, like the one you get when you hear your gran is dying of cancer. He’s bereft and concerned for me.

      I wonder if he’s ever had sex. I know he gave it up for the cloth, but he shouldn’t pity me for figuring out how I like it. It’s a waste of his worries.

      “I have no punishment to offer you, Coogan.”

      I don’t know how to react to that.
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      “That was delicious,” Marko says, licking his fork after polishing off a plate full of all the various things my maw decided we needed to eat.

      “That was hardly a bite,” Maw says, reaching for the pot of stew. “You must still be hungry.”

      Marko is a bottomless pit when he wants to be, but I think even he’s reaching his limit as she spoons more onto his plate. He graciously obliges her, though.

      Maw is downright smitten with him. She always did like rounding up the lost lads. She keeps glancing at me every so often, and I can tell she has something on her mind. I have a fair guess it’s regarding why I’m here.

      Thankfully, though, they keep conversation far away from ever mentioning Bret.

      “So, how long was your trip?” Da asks.

      I know what he’s on about the moment he says it. It tickles me that some things never change. “Hour and forty five minute flight, fifty minute layover, hour and twenty five minute flight, and an hour drive,” I say, shaking my head when Marko questions me with a look.

      Within a few seconds, Da says, “You were in Germany, then.”

      Marko chokes on his next bite of food. I slap him on the back until he gets himself under control. “How did you do that?”

      “It’s what he does,” Maw says, beaming.

      Da shrugs. “It’s not that difficult. You rented the car in Edinburgh, flew in through Gatwick, and the only logical place for him to be stationed would be Germany.”

      Stationed. So they still think I’m in the army, then? Seems a reasonable assumption.

      “How is that logical?” Marko asks. “France would have taken the same amount of time to fly from.”

      “Gani hates French people,” both of my parents say in unison.

      I groan. “I don’t hate French people. I hate the bloody country. I don’t hold it against the people who are too stupid to move out of it.”

      Marko laughs as he returns to his food. He knows well enough my reaction to be in any part of France, even the French areas of Canada. The Council has forced me to go to many dignitary functions as Marko’s shadow there.

      “Why do you call him Gani?” Marko asks.

      “Because I also hate my name,” I say, glaring at my parents.

      Maw continues glowing like we’re talking about all her favorite things now. “He gave himself that name when he was a wee lad. We’ve all used it for so long it’s not even a nickname anymore, really.”

      “Aye,” Da says. “The boy has a problem with legacy.”

      The comment goes straight under my skin and sets me on edge.

      I’m through with this conversation.

      “Excuse me,” I say, shoving away from the table.

      “Gani, love,” Maw says, and I wave her off as I head to the toilet on the other side of the front hall.

      I splash cold water on my face, begging the memories to stay locked inside my head.

      I don’t want to think about it.

      I don’t ever want to think about it.

      I stand in the hall for a moment after I’m done, listening to their conversation. They’ve moved on, chatting about more inane things now.

      Patting my pockets with shaky hands, I curse losing my knife again. My eyes drift to the photo at the end of the hall—to the reason I changed my name.

      It’s probably best I don’t have a blade on me. At least, with the mood I’m in these days.

      It comes back to me as it always does when Da brings it up—as it always does when someone calls me Coogan.

      I was four years old, sleeping in my bed upstairs. I don’t remember anything but yet all of it is crystal clear in my mind. I’m shaken awake to find him standing over me—Coogan. He’s rambling on and on, talking about debts and secrets.

      'This is our legacy, little Coogan.'

      Bloody hell, his voice echoes in my ears.

      That was when I caught the glimpse of the shiny metal, the blade of his pocketknife slicing across his neck. Blood. I recall the taste of his blood as it sprayed me, coating my face. I hid my eyes behind my arms, shaking so bad I couldn’t even scream for help.

      I close my eyes as I stand here and will it all away.

      Suicide.

      I didn’t understand the word until much later in life. I just knew I woke up to watch him die.

      It’s no wonder I turned out to be such a monster. Our legacy is blood. I had my first taste of it that night.

      And I never let my lust for it go.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      It’s four in the afternoon, on a Wednesday—one week after the church went up in flames. I stand in the hall outside MacGinty’s office. My back is on fire, itching to the brink of making me squirm. The blade tattooed along the border of my spine is fresh—two days fresh, to be exact. It wouldn’t be proper to rip my top off and rub my back against the wall, but damn if I’m not about to do it anyway.

      One of the guards—I don’t care to ever learn the man’s name—opens the door and leans in, saying, “Boss.”

      I pay little attention to him announcing my presence to MacGinty. I’d rather the man never realize I exist anymore. I just want to keep my head down and survive whatever is ahead.

      “Aye, let him in,” MacGinty says.

      “In you go, lad,” the guard says, slapping my back as I pass.

      Pain stings hard and sharp across my fresh tattoo and I bite down on a reaction. My hands are fists I’d like to let meet his face. The bastard knows exactly what he’s doing. I know. I hear him laugh as he closes the door behind me.

      It’s an odd sort of déjà vu that I find myself in next. MacGinty stands at the window.

      And I stand stone still next to the door.

      “You’re Dougie’s boy, ain’t you?” MacGinty says, still staring out the window.

      “Aye.”

      “What’s your name, then?”

      I know I should say the name my da gave me at birth. It’s a name that will mean something to Fergus MacGinty. My grandda helped form this club, after all. But I hate that name.

      He turns to look at me, and I say, “Gani.”

      “Gani,” he echoes with a smirk that unsettles my nerves. “Didn’t know Dougie had a boy named Gani. I knew about Phillip and Coogan.” He narrows his eyes, and I nod. “Aw, so you’re the younger lad, then. Coogan.”

      I nod again.

      “And you want to be called Gani? Gave yourself that name, did you?”

      I don’t know what he’s on about, but I don’t want to seem rude, so I say, “Aye, sir.”

      This earns me a laugh. It’s a strange sort of moment. His laugh makes him seem less like MacGinty, the Devil, and more like he’s just a man.

      “I like that,” he says. “I like a man who tells the world how it is.”

      It doesn’t escape my notice that he’s called me a man while everyone else around here makes a point to refer to me as just a lad. I take no pride in hearing it, though. MacGinty’s is the last damn opinion I need to validate my manhood. What makes a man has nothing to do with the perception of anyone but the man himself.

      My da says that.

      “So tell me, Gani, how’s your back?”

      I shift my shoulders and feel my shirt rub against my angered flesh. “It’s all right.”

      “Aye?” He laughs again. “You earned it. I wasn’t sure I could trust something as important as that to a new recruit, but Dougie took up for you.”

      Da took up for me. He told this man I could deliver a bomb and kill the priest.

      Not sure what to think about that.

      He’s quiet for a moment, back to staring out at the world. I wasn’t told why I was to show up here. I’m learning quickly that’s just how my life will be now. I had no warning about the bomb. No warning two days ago when a couple of his men showed up and took me to the tattoo shop. And this morning, when Da told me school wasn’t all that important to attend, it caught me at as much of a surprise.

      Thank her majesty for weed and dick. They’re the only things that are still making sense.

      There’s a knock at the door, and though I’m not scared, my nerves are such that it makes me flinch. MacGinty notices.

      “Aye?” he says.

      I don’t turn to see who’s at the door. It’s none of my business. I cast my sight to the floor and try not to listen to what is being said.

      “He’s here,” the guard says.

      “Aye,” MacGinty says. “You know where to take him. Me and Gani here will be down in tad.”

      I taste the remnants of my breakfast coming back up my throat as he says that. I had hoped to be dismissed, not still here, doing God knows what.

      The door shuts and MacGinty walks over to his desk. “You smoke much, Gani?”

      I’ve got a joint in my back pocket, but I don’t tell him that. I just shrug. Drugs are pretty easy to get in this town, thanks to MacGinty. I get mine from Bret, who gets them from his gran, who more than likely gets them from MacGinty.

      “You ever try anything harder?”

      Harder? My da would shoot me dead if I ever even thought about it. I’m still surprised he didn’t kill me the first time he realized I had smoked. “No, sir.”

      He reaches into a drawer and pulls out a small plastic bag with what looks to be white powder in it. Blow.

      I can’t swallow.

      “You want to?” he asks, holding the bag up.

      I shake my head. “No, sir.”

      I really don’t. I’ve heard plenty what that shite can do. I ain’t to that point in my life… yet.

      MacGinty watches me closely and laughs again. “Good.”

      Good. Turning him down was the right choice?

      “I ain’t got a problem with someone wanting to use. It’s good for business,” he says, dropping the bag back in the drawer and closing it up. “But I do prefer my men to not touch the stuff. Especially since quality ain’t always in the bag.”

      He doesn’t explain it further. I don’t think I want him to, at any rate.

      He motions to the door, silently telling me to go first.

      Bollocks.

      The guard who slapped my back is still standing right outside the office. He smiles at me. I’ve never hated so much happiness in all my life. Everyone here is on to something I don’t know anything about. I can feel it in my gut.

      “Follow Tommy,” MacGinty tells me.

      I follow the man, Tommy downstairs and through a sitting room where some others are seated at tables.

      What do they do all day here? I don’t want to know. It’s none of my business. And yet, I’m still a tad curious.

      We enter a grand kitchen, and I see at least four people preparing food. What for? There’s no one here but the men.

      Tommy leads us to the back of the kitchen, to another door and says, “Down there.”

      Down there.

      I don’t bother looking behind me for confirmation from MacGinty. He told me to follow Tommy and I am. I have a sinking suspicion that my life’s about to end. Maybe I should have snorted a line or two. I can’t imagine what I did to deserve this, but from what I’ve heard, Fergus MacGinty doesn’t need a reason.

      It’s probably just my nerves, I tell myself. I don’t like going into anything blind.

      Even so, I smell death in the air, and it puts me on edge.

      I walk down a flight of stairs, my boots echoing with a hard thump with each step. I expect to find a dingy dungeon of sorts, but instead I find a room much like the parlor upstairs. There’s no crowd in this room, though—just a man seated at a table in the center.

      Not a man, really. A lad—one I recognize.

      Definitely should have snorted some blow.

      “Gani, you know this lad?” MacGinty asks, pushing past me once he’s down the stairs.

      I stare into the eyes of Roger Milligan and say, “Aye.”

      “How so?” MacGinty asks.

      “We attend school together, sir. We’re in the same class.”

      MacGinty walks slowly towards the table, and Roger cowers forward until the man’s past. He pulls a chair from the corner and sits a good two meters away.

      “You know what’s worse than killing a man, Gani?” MacGinty asks.

      There’s something worse than that? “No, sir.”

      MacGinty’s got his elbows on his thighs and his hands rubbing together in front of him. He’s looking at Roger, wheels deep inside his head turning on how to do whatever it is he’s going to do.

      “Some might say torture is worse,” he says, those words making Roger shake so hard I hear the chair rattling. “But I think there’s something even more damaging than that.”

      I don’t know what to say or do. I have no kindness to offer Roger, but I can’t stomach much more of this. “What’s that, sir?”

      “Lying.”

      I can’t wrap my mind around this moment. The man tells me killing and torturing a man is nothing compared to lying to him? Is he going to tell me the sky is actually beneath us now, too?

      “I can respect a killer,” MacGinty says. “I can’t tolerate a liar. A lie eats away at a fella and robs him of peace. A lie can make a fella torture himself—destroy himself and everyone he loves.”

      I try to swallow, but my throat has gone dry.

      MacGinty pushes on with his explanation. “Young Roger here has decided he knows a thing or two about something. Haven’t you, lad?”

      Roger shakes his head back and forth several times, muttering, “No, sir.”

      “Liar.”

      The word hangs in the air like the electric charge of a storm cloud.

      “You went to that priest, and you told him what you thought you saw, and now he’s dead because of you.”

      My skin tightens over my muscles. Father Brodie is dead. I killed him, not Roger. I keep my eyes set on Roger, because I don’t know if he knows, but I’m catching on to the fact that MacGinty doesn’t like weakness. I’m a stronger man than Roger. I can prove that.

      “I didn’t,” Roger says. “I don’t know anything. I went to weekly confession. I told—”

      “Did you tell him how you like it?” MacGinty asks. “Tell him how you get it off?”

      I feel like he’s punched me in the gut. Now I know why he made sure I was here for this.

      “I like it normal,” Roger says.

      Dolt.

      Did he not just hear the man go on about hating liars?

      “That true, Gani?” MacGinty asks, looking to me.

      I ain’t like Roger. I’ve never been ashamed of who I am or what I like. I stare straight into Roger’s eyes and say, “No, he sure liked sucking my dick loads.”

      MacGinty laughs. I know part of it is at my expense, but I don’t quite care. Roger’s talked shite about me plenty, told everyone we know that I’m a pervert and a dirty queer. And all the while, he’s begged me to let him suck my dick and for me to do the same to him.

      He deserves a taste of his own medicine.

      “You tell the priest that, laddie? Did you confess you like to take one up the arse?”

      “Please,” Roger says, cracking like a thin sheet of ice. “I didn’t tell him anything. And besides, he’s dead now anyway, so what's it matter?”

      MacGinty’s on his feet with that, shouting so loud I have to brace myself to not flinch. “What's it matter? You think that makes this all right?” He’s in Roger’s face now, leaning on the table and sneering as he unleashes his wrath. “You think just because a dead man heard your lies that they don’t exist? I’m going to tell you a secret. Give you some real knowledge. It’s about this dick you like sucking so much… Gani here.” He nods towards me, and the hairs on my arms stand on end. “He’s the one who killed the priest.”

      Bloody hell. What’s he on about?

      Roger looks to me as if I’m a ghost suddenly popping into the space.

      “That’s right,” MacGinty says. “And now you have something real you can blab, just like the lies you told the priest.”

      “I… I won’t,” Roger stammers. He’s shaking so hard I wouldn’t be surprised to find he’s wet himself. He knows, like we all do, that you don’t ever want to know a damn thing about MacGinty’s business. That’s the only sure way to end up being MacGinty’s business. “I won’t tell anyone. I swear!”

      “Swearing don’t mean dog shite to me,” MacGinty says, spitting on the ground by Roger’s feet. “You’re not going to talk. I know you’re not, because Gani is going to give you a reason to never want to talk.”

      Give him a bloody reason? What does he mean by that? He just told him that I’ve killed a man. That should be reason enough to keep his trap shut.

      “You got a blade on you?” MacGinty asks me.

      The look in his eyes underscores the question, and I hear my da’s voice in my head.

      'Do what you’re told. Don’t improvise.'

      “Aye,” I say, retrieving the knife my da gave me when I was seven years old. It’s an older looking thing—butterfly style with two ivory handles that fold together to sheath the blade. With the flick of my wrist, I flip the handles apart, exposing the four-inch blade.

      “Aye, looks like the one your grandda used to carry,” MacGinty says, waving for me to bring it closer.

      Roger looks green as I step next to the table and hold the knife out for MacGinty’s inspection.

      “Is it sharp?” MacGinty asks.

      “Aye.”

      “Good.” He grabs Roger’s right wrist and pins his hand to the table. “Cut off the small one.”

      Bloody. Hell.

      “Come on, Gani, prove to me you’ve got what it takes to have the blade. He knows too much. He knows secrets that can hurt you and your family. Give him a warning, remind him silence is golden.”

      'Do what you’re told. Don’t improvise.'

      I damn well know it will be my hand and my life he chops to pieces if I don’t do what he demands. That doesn’t make this any easier, though.

      I lean against the edge of the table, holding the tip of Roger's pinky finger down.

      “Please,” he begs. “Please, Gani don’t do this. Please.”

      “You hear that? Now he’s asking for favors! He calls you the dirty queer and then he sings a different tune when you’ve got the power.”

      I don’t pay much attention to MacGinty’s words. I’ve pushed Roger around enough to know he’s a weak-kneed Nancy. I don’t need MacGinty to help puff up my chest. This is going to do more than shut Roger up. This is going to screw with his head.

      I feel sick. And yet I’m surprised to find it’s not the kind of the sick I expect. My heart beats fast and my nerves are shaking. This is wrong. I know it is. But there’s this voice deep down inside telling me Roger’s earned this. He broke MacGinty’s rules. And unlike every damn time he’s spoken against me, he’s going to pay for this mistake.

      God help me, I like that.

      I hold the blade against the base of Roger’s finger, not sure how to go about this.

      “Do it slow,” MacGinty says, licking his bottom lip. “Fast is mercy. Slow is the kind of reminder that stays with a lad.”

      Does that mean I gave Father Brodie mercy, then? He died so fast I doubt he ever realized the bomb went off.

      Roger’s begging, squirming and crying, but I try to block it out.

      'Do what you’re told.'

      It’s just like skinning a fish. Cutting through skin and muscle isn’t that hard, not with how sharp I keep my knife. But the bone… the bone will take some force.

      My mind detaches from the moment. I no longer see a hand. I see a betrayal. I see wrong that needs righting. I see every single time Roger teased me for liking lads. And I see the look on his face when I make him come.

      He’s earned this. He’s done things to deserve this. He knew what he was doing. This is the price he has to pay.

      It’s an odd sort of feeling that comes over me as the blade slices through his skin. He screams. It’s so bloody piercing a sound that I can feel his pain along with him. I don’t know how to describe what’s going on inside of me. Fear. Hurt. Clarity. Strength. It’s a rush of sensations. It’s like… it’s like…

      Doing a few dozen lines of blow.

      Adrenaline pumps through me so hard the knife shakes as I apply more pressure to finish the job. It’s over before I know it. When it’s done, the table’s covered in blood, Roger’s passed out from the pain, and I’m shaking like a motor revved up for a race.

      “Good going, Gani,” MacGinty says, slapping my shoulder. “I knew you had it in you. You’re just like your grandda.”

      A chill runs down my spine as the reality of his words hit me.

      He’s right.

      I am.
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      “Do you drink much, Marko?” Da asks when I step back into my parents’ kitchen.

      I don’t bother stifling the groan that question forces out of me. “Don’t answer that.”

      “Why not?” Marko asks.

      I shake my head as Da says, “Mind your own business, Gani, and help your maw clear the table.”

      Maw grabs a few plates, and I collect the rest, still warning Marko to not step into the trap.

      Naturally, he doesn’t listen to me. “Da. I come from the land of vodka. Drinking is a national pastime.”

      Of all people in the room, Maw is the one to laugh the loudest at that. Clearing her throat when she realizes I’m giving her a look, she shrugs and says, “Well, I’ve always heard a good slug of vodka keeps out the cold.”

      “Da,” Marko says. “A few more slugs keeps out everything else.”

      That amuses us all. I set to work, helping Maw wash the dishes. The kitchen hasn’t changed since before I was born. The stove was built by hand by my grandda. The counters and cupboards were measured and cut by MacGinty’s carpenter. And the sink has always, and will always, serve as the washer.

      “So,” Da says, and I can hear scheming in his voice from across the room. “You fancy a bit of drinking tonight?”

      “Don’t do it,” I warn one last time.

      “Da.”

      That’s all he says.

      I hear the hard thump of Da’s cane as he works his way to the liquor cabinet and back, all the while explaining, “You may have a taste for the vodka, but be you in the highlands or lowlands or in the space that’s between, you will never meet a finer drink than this.”

      I don’t have to look to know what he’s holding up.

      “What is it?” Marko asks.

      “Whiskey,” I say, tying one of Maw’s frilly aprons over my waist to keep from getting my pants wet. I gently shove her over to be on drying duty as I work up the suds in the sink and set the pans to soak.

      “You’re a fine lad, Gani, my love,” she says, patting my back.

      I don’t agree. It’s no grand gesture to help your maw wash dishes. It’s a simple thing. But I don’t tell her that.

      “I’ve had whiskey before,” Marko says.

      I can hear Da pour an inch of alcohol into two glasses. I don’t have to look to know that’s how much he pours. That’s the amount he always pours.

      “You might have had shite that some continent wankers produced and called whiskey. You might have even tasted a fair replica from a bottle off the island. But you’ve never had real whiskey until you've had a sip of this.”

      I’m mid-scrub on the salad bowl when I hear their glasses clank together. I turn as they wish each other 'cheers'. I try not to laugh. It spoils a joke when you laugh before the punch line.

      Marko brings the glass to his lips and doesn’t even attempt to pace himself. He slams the whole the shot back, filling his mouth with the liquid fire before he’s aware of what it’ll be.

      That’s when I lose it. The look on his face makes me howl so damn hard that I’m crying. He hasn’t swallowed yet. He sits there with his cheeks puffed out and his eyes wide. They, too, fill with tears but for a different reason. I know too well the flavor his mouth is experiencing.

      I tried to warn him.

      From across the table, Da takes the smallest sip from his glass, smiling serenely like he’s drinking lemonade on the porch.

      I was raised by psychopaths. I can see in Da’s eyes that he’s trying not to laugh. And Maw snickers softly as she takes the salad bowl from me. And I’m clearly one of them, because I can’t stop laughing.

      That bloody thing is the oldest damn bottle of whiskey left in the country. There might be one or two bottles rolling around in a cave up in the hills, but I doubt it. Whoever ingested the shit had to have died instantly. Only my da would keep a bottle on hand just to torture people with.

      Marko slowly forces down what’s in his mouth. Amazingly, he keeps his lips together, holding in what I would imagine is a scream of pain once he’s cleared it all.

      “More?” Da asks, holding the bottle up.

      Marko chokes around the word, “Da,” coughing as his glass is refreshed. I’m sure I can see smoke rolling from his ears.

      “Good lad,” Da says, holding his glass up in toast. “To putting hair on your chest!”

      “Da,” Marko says. He pats his chest with his free hand. “Do I still have my chest or is it on fire?”

      Da clanks his glass against Marko’s, the widest smile on his face. “Tonight you become man.”

      “What was I before?” Marko asks, casting me a pleading look.

      “Don’t look at me,” I say. “I warned you not to do it. He’s been trying to find a drinking partner to help him finish that shit ever since I turned twelve.”

      Da claps his hands. “Aye, Gani made it through two glasses before he turned as green as that rug and emptied his stomach on to it.”

      I glance down at the rug and grimace. Just seeing the color brings back the memory of the burn the liquor had both going down and coming back up. To this day, I can’t taste a drop of whiskey without my stomach threatening to turn.

      Marko’s second glass goes down slower and smoother, the liquor’s effect kicking in almost immediately. He slouches and loses the crisp edges of his English, slipping entirely into Russian half the time. It’s probably odd that the sight of him getting drunk with my da helps relax me. His tension has put an extra layer to my own stress, and I feel like a weight is lifted as I finish chores with Maw.

      Little by little, the hour grows later, and the level of amber liquid in the bottle lowers. Eventually, I’m sitting at the island next to the stove, drinking coffee with Ma when Da announces the last drop has been consumed.

      Marko’s relaxed so much he’s taken off his coat, rolled up his sleeves, his chin lazily propped up on his hand. He sways even as he sits, eyes glassy as he stares straight at me, like I’m the only person in the room.

      He’s rat-arsed.

      “You’ve found yourself a good one here, Gani,” Da says, his words not slurred in the least.

      I know damn well he didn’t make Marko drink the lion’s share of that liquor, but I find it ironic he can hold himself together tighter than Marko seems able to right now.

      Da ambles to his feet, leaning heavily on his cane. “Come on, darlin’. Let’s get to bed and leave the lads to their… affairs.”

      I roll my eyes. “We’re not going to be doing that in this house.”

      Maw kisses my cheek, hot from a blush I can’t hide, and says, “Why not, dear? We are.”

      I make a disapproving noise and shake my head as they both laugh. I can’t get mad or even bent out of shape as I watch the two of them lean against each other. Maw’s arm secures around his waist, and Da props his free arm over her shoulders.

      The sight strikes some place deep inside of me that’s been feeling tender for a few days now. I can’t put a name to the sensation. It’s pain of a sort, but not a bad pain.

      “You were just joking, da?”

      Marko’s words are all one jumble of sound and emotions that I’ve come to understand over my years of knowing him.

      I shake my head as I saunter over to him. He’s drooping even more now, reclined back in his chair. He licks his lips slowly. Fuck me if he isn’t tempting, looking the way he is right now.

      “I wasn’t joking,” I say, squatting low so that I’m eye-level with him. Out of habit, I glance to his trousers, narrowing in on the tight bulge at his crotch. The lad has a one-track mind.

      “Don’t tease me,” he says. “It’s not nice.”

      Nice. Not sure I’ve ever been called that much in my life. “I have a rule about not fucking in this house.”

      He flops forward with a frown on his lips. “Why do you hate me?”

      That makes me laugh. I help him up, slinging his arm over my shoulders and tucking my arm around his waist. His feet are useless under him, causing us to tip too far to the side every few steps. We bang against walls and tables, nearly stumbling backwards down the stairs, but miraculously, I get him into my childhood bedroom.

      Marko stands in the middle of the room while I get set unpacking our bag. I glance over at him a few minutes later, finding him just staring at me. His face is downright goofy as he comes closer. His smile reminds me of a much younger, more carefree version of him. He’s handsy, feeling me up this way and that. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him quite like this. Sloshed, aye. Stoned out of his head, aye. But this? I don’t even know what to call this.

      “You okay?” I ask, batting his hands away so I can undress.

      “Da.”

      I shrug off my button down shirt, and his hands paw beneath my undershirt, slipping up my sides from behind.

      “We’re in my parents’ house,” I say, shoving him away.

      He flops on to my bed, pouting like a five year old. A gorgeous, droopy-eyed five year old. “But this is your room, right?”

      “Aye. Mine and my brother’s.”

      “Is he sleeping in here, too?”

      He glances around, and I can tell he can’t see much past the end of his nose.

      “He lives on his farm.”

      “Oh, right, with his sheep that he fucks in the barn.”

      I choke on a laugh. “He raises them for wool, not to shag.”

      Marko nods, trying to tap his finger against his nostril, but ending up picking his nose. “Oh, da.”

      For some reason, he finds that funny, falling back on the bed and laughing. I ignore him, undressing down to my boxers. By the time I’m done, he’s lying on his side, head propped in one hand and stupidly smiling as he watches me.

      “What?” I ask.

      “You’re cute.”

      I balk. Cute? I’ve been called many things in my life and that’s never been on the list. “You’re drunk.”

      “Da. That’s why you’re cute.”

      Oh, aye, that makes sense. “So how do I look when you’re sober?”

      “Hot… sexy…” He drifts off, his eyes falling closed mid-thought.

      I know I should help him undress, but I don’t want to disturb him. If he can just pass out, this night can end the way it should. I know once I get his clothes off and his hands start running over me again, I’m going to give in to that pout.

      And I don’t do that in this house.

      It’s not that I’m a prude. There aren't many places in this world I won’t fuck in. I fucked Marko in the toilets of a Catholic church on Easter Sunday once. I have no qualms about that.

      Sex is just the one thing that’s mine. I do it my way, with whoever I damn well want, and this house… this room… doesn’t get to touch that.

      I crawl into Phillip’s bed. It’s lumpy and stiff. Leave it to my parents to never update the furniture in this place. Phillip slept on the same mattress nearly all his life. I roll onto my side and curse when an exposed spring pokes me.

      The night is done, I tell myself, closing my eyes.

      Thank fuck that one day is done.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “Shut your shite,” Johnny says, shoving me hard enough I lose my balance.

      I’m howling as I stumble. A hand reaches out and grabs me before I fall into the street.

      Bret.

      He’s howling along with me, shaking his head when I steady myself.

      “Cheers, mate,” I say, bumping his fist with my own.

      He smiles. An odd sensation washes over me, and I know this isn’t real. It was real. I remember this moment. I’ve had so many memories on my mind lately that I’m not surprised. On this day, we’d just gone to church, made our final confessions as we headed up to the shop across town.

      This was the day we got our hilts, the day we swore our allegiance to the Swordsmen.

      I’d just told Johnny not to faint when the needle touched his skin. He’d been looking pale all week, ready to upend his lunch on the way to the confessional.

      I know all of this. Some place in my mind holds on to that reality. But I fall back into step with my mates, teasing and joking and having the best time.

      I don’t know when it happened. One day I was afraid of MacGinty and everything he stood for, and the next Da was telling me about the trials—that the lads and I could earn a spot if we wanted. Maybe it had to do with the crowd Johnny hung about with at his job. Or maybe Bret’s gran had talked to enough people that MacGinty’s group took notice. I don’t really know. I just know, when we were told to get our ink, we jumped at the chance.

      Bret holds the door open for both of us, and I feel flutters in my stomach as I enter. I’m excited—thrilled, even. That sensation creeps over me again, and I’m twice as eager with the anticipation of getting the first tattoo. This moment changed everything for me. It was my first step into something bigger than Stirling.

      I step into the shop and am taken aback when it’s not what I expect. Gone are the chairs and machines and the tattoo artist David MacMillan with his beard braided down his chest.

      Now I’m standing in the middle of the street in the dead of night. The stars are twinkling above me. Cool air slips along the back of my neck.

      For a second, I enjoy it.

      I know this spot so well. It’s the place where I found complete freedom. I revel in the coolness of my skin and fresh air in my lungs.

      The lads are with me here, too. Bret stands to my left. Johnny is in front of me. Neither can look me in the eye. Not now. Not here.

      I see tears on Johnny’s cheeks as he looks down.

      “You’ve got balls, Gani,” Bret says.

      He’s right next to me now, so close I feel his body heat against my side. This isn’t part of the memory. This isn’t how it happened that night.

      “Such big balls and a big dick.”

      That pulls me up short, shoving more and more of that conscious part of my mind to the front. I look over at Bret and can’t really explain what I’m feeling. One time in my life I found him attractive—one lapse in judgment when I was off my guard and hopeful. But I’m turned on by what he’s saying. More than turned on, in fact. My dick’s throbbing, hardening as I stand here.

      I realize it’s not Bret that’s doing it, though. I’m just overcome with desire, a raging ball of horniness.

      “You like that?” Bret asks, his hand snaking down my pants, wrapping around my dick.

      I moan. “Aye, God, don’t stop.”

      “You’re an easy little slut, aren’t you?”

      It’s so wrong, hearing such words out of Bret’s mouth, but I can’t help the moan that escapes me. I am an easy slut. I like being called that. I like it dirty and nasty and hard. God, he’s gripping me so hard. My hips rock as he strokes me.

      “Easy dirty little slut,” Bret says.

      My eyes roll back in my head. I don’t know what to make of this so I stop trying to make any sense of it. It feels good. I like things that feel good. He’s making me forget the pain I was about to experience here on this road. He’s pulling me inside out. He’s reminding me of Marko.

      Marko.

      My eyes pop open, instantly awake and caught up in the moment I thought was just a dream. I’m still swaddled in warmth, only not from Bret. Marko lies behind me on my brother’s bed. His hand is in my boxers, stroking me. I can’t yell at him or even begin to feel upset. I can’t feel anything but the tingles going down my back. I’m twitching in his grip, rocking back against him. He’s poking me from behind, as hard as stone.

      “Is this what you were afraid of?” Marko whispers in my ear. “That your family might see good boy Gani as the desperate little slut he is?”

      He doesn’t do it often, but when Marko gets going with his filthy mouth, he goes for the gold. Fuck me if I don’t go completely mad when he does it.

      I can only grunt. Other parts of my brain have responses to his question and are warning me not to do this, but my dick is front and center, leading the show.

      Marko slips his other hand between my boxers and my ass, sliding his middle finger between my cheeks, teasing me, taunting me. I push back, only to have him tug me forward.

      “You want more?” he asks, licking my neck. “You want me to fuck you, little slut?”

      “Aye.”

      Bless him for never having to be told twice. He strips me and rolls on his condom. His finger dips in again, this time covered in warm lube. I don’t question it. I decided years ago the man has a never-ending supply of lube and condoms stored on his person.

      He creates a beautiful friction between his fingers slipping in and his fist sliding along my shaft. In and out, working me into a frenzy.

      “Please,” I say, shoving back harder on his fingers.

      “What do you want?”

      “You.”

      He hooks his middle finger on the next pass, hitting a sensitive spot inside of me. I shudder, pumping my hips forward automatically. His hand moves lazily along me now, his thumb flicking against my tip just enough to make me want to beat my head against the wall.

      “You have me,” Marko says, pressing kisses along my skin, teeth nipping at the edge of my shoulder. “But what do you want?”

      “More,” I moan.

      He crams three fingers in as far as he can. I spread wide for him, groaning when it’s still not enough. It’s been so long. Even in Germany, I was the top. He needed me more that night. It’s been over six months since I’ve felt this, and my patience is up.

      “What do you want, little slut? Say it.”

      He adds a hard slap to my right cheek, removing his hand from my dick to do it.

      “I want your dick inside of me. Now!”

      I don’t know if I whisper or scream. Right now, I’m willing to write it in the sky with my own blood, whatever will make him get the message.

      He doesn’t waste another minute, doesn’t tease me any longer. His fingers are gone and his dick fills me with my next breath. He doesn’t give me time to adjust, doesn’t even bother with a slow pace. That’s fine by me.

      We don’t do slow.

      I give myself over to him, leaving my hands where they lay. My body’s his to use however he wants. And he wants to fuck me so hard I forget my own name. In and out, hard and fast, he rolls his hips forward at just the right moment while sliding his hand down my shaft. It’s maddening. It’s perfect. I’m pulled one way and pushed another. My heart pounds in my ears. He bites me at the base of the hilt of the sword inked to my back. It’s hard enough to leave a mark.

      I moan.

      Aye. Mark me, beat me—it’s what I want.

      I lose time, lose consciousness of where we are. He slips into Russian, calling me suka—bitch. He promises I’ll never think of another man again, that I'll never want to feel anyone else’s touch after this.

      He’s right. I won't.

      He goes deeper with each thrust, aided by my movements, my eagerness to draw him into my body completely and let him possess me. It doesn’t take long, or maybe it takes a century. I don’t know anymore. My spine tingles, and my balls ache to release. I can feel he’s damn near ready to blow.

      “You want to come, suka? Do you want to dirty your brother’s sheets with proof of what I do to you?”

      I let loose one tortured and raspy, “Aye.”

      He rams into me twice more, and I feel him explode. I cry as his orgasm sparks mine, and I arch against him, shooting into the darkness. All the while he holds me, whispering how much he misses these moments, stroking me gently until the sensations subside. I twitch and hiss when he lets go, whimpering softly as he pulls out. My body aches. He rubbed me raw, but not just with his dick. I feel empty all the way to my soul without him.

      I hear him discard his condom. The bed dips as he moves back behind me. Rolling onto my back, I search for his face in the shadows, but I can’t see him. My hands seek him out, finding his lips. I tug him down to mine and give him a simple peck. “Thanks.”

      I feel him smile. “You might not thank me in the morning when you have to clean up the mess.”

      I shrug, moving to face him fully, and wrap an arm around his middle. I tuck my face into the crook of his neck, muffling my voice as I say, “It’s my brother’s bed. It’s not mine to clean.”

      That’s always been my rule about sex—I’m just it in for the moment, never the cleanup.
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      Friday night at Milligan’s.

      That could be the title to my autobiography at this point in my life. Four bloody months of working for MacGinty and somehow everything seems to have shifted back to normal. Well, we’ve kept what normal bits we can, more like.

      I still get calls in the wee hours of the morning, or have fellas show up at the house and tell me where to be. I still stand next to MacGinty as he deals out justice every once and awhile. But for the most part, the lads and I are just regular lads again.

      Well, not regular lads, I suppose.

      “Another round,” Mr. Milligan says as he drops three fresh pints on the table in front of us.

      Johnny greedily swigs his down, and I tell the barman we’ll most likely need another soon.

      Milligan laughs and pats my shoulder, saying, “Whatever you want, lads. You know it’s always on the house.”

      “Cheers,” I say.

      We down that round and then another and we’re on to the next when Johnny decides he needs a fag. He doesn’t have to leave to smoke, but he heads out the side door anyway. Bret and I know what he really does when he steps out there. Her name is Isla, and for some unfathomable reason, the poor lass keeps coming back to suck his boabie.

      The second he’s gone, Bret pulls out his own pack of fags, offering me one. I take it. I don’t love smoking them as much as weed, but I’ve learned to not get too blitzed on nights like this. Alcohol or weed, but never the two together.

      Bret holds out his lighter once it’s lit, and I puff a few times to get my smoke going.

      “You think she’s let him stick it in yet?” he asks as smoke filters from his lips.

      I rest back in my chair, fag in one hand and my knife twirling from the other. “Nah. Why do you think he keeps going back?”

      “He would’ve moved on by now if the fanny was that hard to get.”

      “You know John,” I say, taking a long drag from the fag. “He doesn’t like to leave anything unfinished.”

      We flick our ashes in the tray on the table—talking about this and that and whatever crosses our minds. Another round has arrived when Johnny returns. We’ve both stamped out the rest of our smokes. It ain’t hard to see the sling in his step or the shite-eating grin on his face.

      “Bloody hell,” I say, as he plops down into his chair. “She let you stick it in.”

      I check my watch. Ten bloody minutes. Frankly, he lasted longer than I figured he would.

      “Was it everything you hoped for, John?” Bret asks, waggling his brows.

      “Shut your shite, the pair of cunts,” Johnny says, shoving us both as we have a go. He can’t hide how happy he is, can't hide the blush on his ears.

      “Go invite her in,” I say.

      Johnny looks to me like I’ve lost my mind. “Why?”

      “Because she’s your girl now, aye?”

      All that bright cheeriness drains straight down from his face and into his glass. He focuses on his drink, saying, “She ain’t nothing but a hole, Gani. You know that.”

      I continue to twirl my knife, letting the conversation drop there. I know the girl means a hell of lot more than that to him, but I also know she’d suck every dick in this pub for the right coin, so he does have a point there.

      “You lads done?” a timid, feminine voice asks.

      I glance up to see the mousy face of Milligan’s daughter, Kate. She’s holding a tray, ready to collect our empties, but that ain’t why she’s here really. She ain’t looking at me or Johnny. Her eyes stay stuck to the ground, every so often cutting towards Bret.

      Which is convenient, since his eyes never look away from her.

      I wish she’d just let him stick it in, too.

      Thankfully, I wasn’t as slow as these two idiots with losing my virginity.

      “Aye, we’re done,” I say, slinging my knife out and tucking the blade between the handles before returning it to my pocket. “And Bret said he’d like to take you for a walk.”

      Bret looks damn ready to vomit, or punch me, or both. He kicks me under the table and stammers, “I… well, if you want… I, you know… when you have time.”

      Johnny and I both laugh, but Kate doesn’t find a bit of it funny. Everyone else has disappeared from the room, and she’s staring straight at Bret like he’s the only one left.

      “I’m free right now,” she says.

      I lean across the table and snag his pack of fags, saying, “Well, cheers then, you two have a nice time.”

      Bret sits there, stunned for a second, and then jumps out of his seat—all the while staring at Kate like she just hung the moon.

      “Get a room you two,” I shout as they leave.

      Bret holds two fingers up to tell me what he thinks of me.

      “You got anything on the books tonight?” Johnny asks, stealing one of Bret’s smokes.

      “Yeah, gotta go take a walk of my own,” I say, lighting another smoke for myself.

      “Need help?”

      “Nah, enjoy your night off.”

      I slap his shoulder as I stand, damn near running into Mr. Milligan as I do.

      “Ah, Gani, leaving so soon?” he asks.

      “Aye, sir. I have… work to tend to.”

      He gets this look—it’s one I’m used to seeing these days. It tells me he might smile to my face, but he knows damn well what kind of work I do, and he doesn't like it. I don’t doubt at all the man probably knows what I did to his son, Roger.

      “Well, tell your da I said hello.”

      “I shall.”

      I watch him walk away before ducking out the side door.

      “Gani MacNeal.”

      I turn at the sound of my name. Isla’s leaning against the brick wall, smiling. She’s still a skinny thing—tiny. She’s not alone. A lad dressed all in black stands in front of her. He doesn’t have to turn around for me to know who he is. Fella by the name of Evans. I work with him. Well, we work for the same man, more like. I don’t have to wonder what he’s doing with Isla. I can see the small plastic bag in her hand.

      I do wonder if she charged Johnny more to get his dick wet. Blow ain’t cheap.

      “Isla.”

      She gives me this smile I really wish women would stop wasting on me. “Where you off to? There’s a party about to start here.”

      “Take a rain check,” I say, “but I’m sure John would love for you to join him in there.”

      Evans glances at me over his shoulder. I nod in greeting. It’s what’s done between those of us who work together. I ain’t his friend—he ain’t mine. But he knows he doesn’t have to worry about me knowing what he’s doing here, just as I know he’ll keep his trap shut if he ever sees me working.

      I take that walk I told Johnny about, cutting down the alley and up towards the back end of the church. The damn thing is still gutted on one side, bricks and stones all scattered in heaps. No one has really questioned why it happened, or if they have, they let it go without an investigation. Someone spread a rumor that the boiler in the basement was just an accident waiting to happen and that was that.

      I walk round back, past the barren garden and to the rotting shed behind it. Roger is sitting on the ground in the corner when I step in.

      “I thought you weren’t going to show up,” he says.

      “Don’t I always?”

      “Aye.”

      Every Friday night for the past three months, it’s been like this. We meet here in the dark. He came to me that first Friday night, begging me. 'No girl is ever going to want me like this,' he’d said. 'I don’t want to want dick. And I don’t want any dick, but yours.'

      Fucked right straight to the head, Roger was—having your finger cut off can do that to a person, I suppose. I figured he’d hate me or fear me for the rest of his life. And for a month, he kept a wide distance from me. But that first Friday night he acted like I had taken the very air from his lungs by not being around.

      “Get naked,” I tell him.

      It’s strange, even now after doing this so many times, but he wants me to tell him what to do. He wants me to command him. I didn’t think I’d like it, some perverted kink sex kind of shite, but I’d been wrong.

      I like it. A lot.

      I watch him take his clothes off, feeling something come over me.

      “What’s the word, Roger?” I ask.

      “Purgatory,” he says with a broken voice.

      Purgatory. It’s the word he has to say if he wants me to stop. He told me that first night that he wants me to hurt him—hit him, take him in ways that would cause more pain. Something got twisted in his brain and made me taking his finger a good thing for us both. I didn’t like the idea of feeling like I would be assaulting him. He promised it wouldn’t be like that. He’d have a word he’d say if he wanted it to stop.

      “Take off the gloves too,” I tell him.

      He wears gloves to cover for the missing finger. No one notices much around here. The weather stays cool enough even in the summer.

      But I told him to get naked and gloves aren’t naked.

      I don’t have a plan on how to go about this. Roger really only has one request—that I shag his arse. Everything else I can improvise.

      “Did you think of me?” I ask, stepping closer to him. “When you were out and about today, talking to girls and trying to be a good wee lad? Was I up here?”

      I grab a handful of his dark brown hair.

      He makes a noise and nods his head.

      “Tell me,” I say, giving him permission to speak.

      “I did. I do. Always.”

      Always. He doesn’t think of me that often, does he? I don’t think of him for more than an hour or so before it’s time to be here. What does that say about me?

      “Bend over,” I say. “Hold on to the table.”

      He grabs hold of the broken down dirty table, and I’m reminded of times ages ago when he and I used to shag in this shed. Back then it was fun, just two lads learning what our bodies liked.

      Now it’s something different.

      Now this is some distorted form of retribution for our sins.

      I stained my soul beyond repair the day I cut off his finger. This is where I belong. This is who I am.

      I take off my belt and bunch it in my hand. “Why am I doing this, Roger?”

      I slap the leather across his arse hard enough to leave a welt.

      His breath is stolen with a gasp. He didn’t brace himself for the pain. “Because I deserve it.”

      I do it once more, again asking, “Why am I doing this, Roger?”

      “Because I deserve it.”

      Again and again. I smack his arse until my arm grows numb and I can hear him crying. His skin is swollen and red—he might even be bleeding in spots.

      “I’m going to shag you now,” I say, “and then I’m going to leave.”

      He nods frantically, silently begging me.

      I unzip my pants far enough to tug my erection free. Aye, I’m hard. My heart’s racing and my blood’s burning and I’m going to get off on this.

      No lubrication of any sort.

      Those are his terms.

      I roll a condom on. He asked me not to wear one the first time, but I ain’t stupid. I don’t stick my dick in anything without wrapping it first.

      I line myself up between his cheeks. “What’s the word, Roger?”

      “Purgatory.”

      “Do you want this?”

      “Aye.”

      That’s all the invitation I need. I thrust forward and impale myself inside of him. I’m big and he's tight. I can hear him hiss as I start to move in and out. I give myself over then, lose myself in some rhythm that takes over. I don’t touch any other part of him, since this ain’t love making. This is sex—the dirtiest, darkest, rawest side of sex.

      I grunt and he sobs. It bothered me the first couple of times that he does that—cries through sex. But like I said, this ain’t love making. This ain’t even about pleasure. Not in the typical way that makes sense to those who don’t do it.

      Pain feels good. I ain’t got any other explanation for it.

      That rush I felt in the basement flows over me as I feel myself getting closer to coming. I grunt. That’s his only warning. I pump twice more and pull out, ripping off the condom and shooting all over his feet.

      I float there for a second, enjoying the high. And then I tuck myself away and zip back up.

      This is the part where I walk out and let Roger deal with whatever bullshite is in his brain. He’s still bent over, only he’s got his dick in his hand now, and he’s beating it with fury.

      I turn to leave—I don’t need to see this. He throws himself to the ground in front of me before I can, holding his arms up in surrender. He hasn’t finished, his dick still hard and pointed right at me.

      “Don’t go, Gani,” he pleads. "Please!"

      Bloody hell. He’s got snot and tears and dirt from this place all over his face as he crawls forward, blocking my exit.

      “I told you how this goes, Roger.”

      “I know. Thank you. I just… please, I’m nothing without this. Nothing without you.”

      Anything good I was feeling goes out the goddamn window when he says that. I knew he wasn’t right in the head, but this… this sounds an awful lot like an obsession that needs checked.

      “It ain’t gonna be like that ever, Roger.”

      I try to step around him, but he grabs at me. I smack his hands away, and he cowers, saying, “I’m sorry. I know! I’m sorry.”

      “Get out of my way,” I say.

      He moves to the side, folding into himself like a beaten dog. “I need you.”

      I’m at the door when I hear that. I don’t turn around. I just say, “This is over. I won’t be coming back to do this again. Find someone else.”

      Take this as a lesson, Gani. Don’t think with your dick.
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      Sunrise.

      The distant sound of a rooster crowing mingles with the burst of cold morning wind, and for a second, I’m fooled into believing I’m a much younger version of myself. I’m a kid with no greater worry than what havoc I can cause today. My best friends will be waiting for me up the road in a few hours. My da will tell me to keep my ears clean and he’ll teach me how to shave.

      Life is a simple thing for me right now.

      I remain still for five, ten, even fifteen seconds, believing the lie. But then the bed shifts behind me and Marko’s arm drapes around my waist. His fingers lazily graze the patch of bright red hair that leads from my navel to my dick. I know he’s still asleep. I can hear the rhythm of his breathing—feel the heaviness of relaxation in the slump of his body against mine. But his hands, his hands are never restful. It’s something I’ve had to get used to while sleeping with him. He doesn’t realize he does it. I’ve never asked him about it, but I think I understand. He needs to know he’s not alone in this world. He needs to feel something to gain peace.

      I roll onto my back, shoving him onto his as I go. He moves easily enough, mumbling, “Moy lyubovnik.”

      My lover.

      Last night he called me his bitch; this morning he’s professing love. If only everything in the world shifted as easily as Marko.

      I lie here for a few more seconds. The ceiling above me is so familiar. It’s more than a roof. It’s the backdrop of so many nights of planning and wishing, hoping for what my future might be like. I stared up at this view for nineteen years, seeing endless possibilities. Now, at the age of thirty-five, all I see are the cracks in the plaster, the exposed nails where the support beams must be hidden, and a stain in the corner where the rain leaks in during the winter.

      Two more seconds before I press a soft kiss to Marko’s hand and slide out of the bed without waking him.

      I need to go for a run to clear my head. I know I should take advantage while he’s unconscious, but I find myself standing there, staring down at him. It’s an odd sight, to be sure. My brother’s tiny bed was never meant for one grown man to sleep in, and I see now that Marko was bent nearly in half to squeeze in beside me. The faded pale blue sheets that Phillip kept tucked so neatly are now rumpled and destroyed thanks to our night of play, but I’d daresay even Phillip couldn’t be too angry with that. Not if he could see the way Marko seeks out my warmth in my absence, cuddling my abandoned pillow.

      I sigh.

      I’m getting bloody soft in my old age.

      I change into a pair of basketball shorts, a long sleeve black workout shirt, and a pair of sneakers. It’s still too early in the morning for anyone to be up. Days past, Da would’ve been out and about before the sun, but I hear his snores from his room as I pass.

      Good.

      I had my fill of talking last night. I need to think right now.

      I slip a Bluetooth device in my ear—another thing I picked up when I was buying supplies. Figured it’d come in handy. I punch numbers into the burner phone as I step outside. It’s a pain memorizing everything. I’ve called the wrong number more than a time or two. There aren’t any saved contacts, or any saved records in the phone—protocol. After every use I clear anything on it. Comes in handy should the phone ever accidentally end up out of my control, which happens frequently in the field. A phone falls out of a pocket, or is taken when you’re searched. The agency that contacts the phone for any mission is untraceable and each phone has a nifty button on the side that renders it dead if pushed. Still, without clearing it the phone could be taken before I had the push the kill switch and information could be compromised, so memorizing all the numbers it is.

      A gust of cold air hits me square in the face. Heat rushes to my cheeks, no doubt turning them pink. I take a deep breath and listen to the dial tone.

      The line rings four times, then, “Y’ello.”

      “Tom,” I say, setting off on a steady pace round back behind the barn. “Tell me what you got.”

      “MacNeal, you sure you don’t have ESP?”

      Tom is an old acquaintance—one of those friends I keep in touch with when I need the kind of information I don’t want anyone to know I’m looking for. I called him from the airport in Frankfurt and asked him to look into what he could find about the bomb that killed Bret. He told me to give him forty-eight hours.

      Time’s up.

      “Aye, it’s called owning a watch.”

      Tom laughs—more like coughs. He smokes so damn much I’m surprised he still has lungs.

      I cut through a line of trees, heading away from town. Stirling might not be as big as Manhattan, but it ain’t some little farming town, either. I’ve no wish to run into people as I take this call. Keeping to the woods that border the town is best.

      It’s a few seconds before he’s done clearing his throat enough to speak. “Looks pretty cut and dry. I can’t find anything that’s not showing up on normal reports.”

      “Anyone claiming it?”

      “Nope. That is one of the odder parts. All in all, it looks like a typical DMG scare tactic.”

      “Why DMG?”

      “Peace summit in Frankfurt was a statement about DMG being so silent lately—declaration of victory, or something like that. DMG would want to retaliate and send their own message. They grabbed a lower level nobody who was involved with the summit and sent the message that no one is safe. Thing is, DMG has been radio silent.”

      I quicken my pace, forcing my breath in and out of my lungs harder—faster. “Lone troubled individual with a suicide wish?”

      “No, the destruction was caused by the bomb, not reactions from the bomb. It was something big and planted on the plane. Someone onboard could have triggered it, but not the typical lone dude with dynamite strapped to his chest. Also, it was a private plane. A crew of two and according to the manifest there were only two passengers.”

      “What can you tell me about the actual bomb?”

      “Nothing. Since it wasn’t a commercial flight, there’s no pressing need for the evidence to be made public. The specs are sealed up tight and only a wave of that special wand your agency has can open it.” There’s a long, weighted pause then he says, “And since you’ve got me looking into this, I’m assuming you ain’t got that wand in your hand this go round, right?”

      I dodge around some low-growing bushes. “Right.”

      Another long pause. I have a feeling I know what he’s thinking. He most likely thinks he knows me. I’ve come to him with questions like this for damn near a decade. To any normal person, that means you get a good feel for someone, but I’m not a normal person.

      Still, he hits the nail on the head when he asks, “Who was it?”

      Who was it? Three little words making up one heavy question that I don’t know how to answer. He’s making this sound like it's something personal, but it’s not. I can't let it be. A bomb went off, killing four people—people traveling to the country I represent as a secret agent of defense. That’s all this is about.

      “I’m just being proactive,” I say, pushing myself that much harder as I run. Sweat rolls down my back, my words broken by harsh breaths.

      “Well, I’ll keep you updated if there’s any further chatter,” he says.

      “Thanks.”

      I figure that means we’re done. I’m about to hang up, have my finger on the side of the device when he says, “I do have information on your friend, though.”

      My friend. I didn’t say a damn thing about having a friend on that plane. I made a point to leave any personal connection out. I didn’t even answer his question a minute ago.

      Anger flares up inside of me as I growl, “Who the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Whoa, easy big guy,” he says, hacking a few times to clear his throat. “I’m just doing what you asked.”

      “I didn’t ask about a friend.”

      “Sorry, thought you and Vincent were close.”

      Vincent. Bloody hell. He’s not talking about Bret. He’s got information on Shade.

      I miss a step and stub the toe of my sneaker on a big rock. “Bollocks!”

      “MacNeal?” he asks. “You okay?”

      I bend over, putting my hands on my thighs as I try to catch my breath. “Aye.”

      “You want to hear about Vincent?”

      Do I want to hear anything about the woman who stabbed me and then disappeared into oblivion six months ago? Do I want to hear anything about the person I just about pissed away my entire career to help?

      Do I want to hear anything about Shade?

      He doesn’t wait for my response, saying, “She’s on the move, traveling a lot. She’s not using her name, though. She’s got two new aliases—”

      “I don’t want to know.”

      “You’re gonna want to know this,” he says. “I think she’s on to something—”

      “Check in later, Tom,” I say, ending the call before he can tell me anything else. I erase the call log and wish I could delete the conversation as easily.

      She’s alive.

      I’m caught somewhere between relief and sickness as I process that. My heart rate steadies, and for the first time since I left the house, I really see where I am.

      Gravestones line the grass in front of me.

      The graveyard. The church.

      I glance up and to the left, and though there’s a light morning misty fog in the air, I can make out the outline of an old wooden shack.

      This day is already off to a bad start.

      I cross in front of the church and onto paved road. I keep my head down, walking through town. The day is on its way, people up and off to their routines.

      Even so, it’s still pretty quiet out. The smell of fires and food roasting over them fills the air. It’s amazing that so many years have passed but I again feel as though I’m seventeen. Few people are lurking about. Trucks slowly move from shop to shop, making morning deliveries. It’s all a routine that hasn’t changed in decades. I’d daresay that other than trading horses for vehicles, it’s a routine that was identical centuries ago.

      So much of my world has evolved since the last time I was here, and yet this world around me has stayed the same. I find little comfort in that realization.

      I take my time, walking slowly back the distance that I ran. Every so often, I sense more than see that someone is watching me. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch movement, in a doorway or down an alley.

      Another thing that makes me feel like a wee lad.

      I once knew all too well just how connected these streets are. I tailed people. I was the one watching from the shadows.

      I picked people up and threw them in trunks.

      The ding of a shop bell stalls my steps. I glance to my right, my focus drawn to the faded sign—MacBride’s Bakery. I take a deep breath and smile. The scent of fresh baking bread takes me straight back to my youth. My mouth even waters a bit. Old man MacBride can’t possibly be running the place still. He had failing health before I left town. I stare through the window, not moving any closer. A fella stands behind the counter, banging his fists into dough. He’s roughly my age, though grey seems to be creeping into his hair. Same clothes, same spectacles, though.

      How in the bloody hell has he not aged a day?

      Someone inside the shop says something, catching his attention, and he turns. I see it then. It ain’t the MacBride I’m thinking of—it’s his son, Andrew.

      Bloody hell. Is he really the same age as his da was when I left town?

      I don’t dwell on that thought for long. I see a car pull up in the reflection of the storefront window. It’s black, classic style, and all too familiar.

      MacGinty.

      I wondered how long it would take him to make the first move.

      The backdoor opens and a man steps out. A man. That’s being generous. It’s a lad, no more than freshly inked if I had to guess.

      “You MacNeal?” he asks.

      I keep staring at the window as I laugh. “If you have to ask, laddie, you should just go home.”

      “I need you to come with me.”

      “That’s a bit forward,” I say, finally turning around. “Have your balls even dropped yet?”

      He doesn’t know how to react to that. He’s not used to anyone looking him in the eye. He ain’t used to someone not being afraid of him. I remember that kind of confidence.

      “Get in the goddamn car.”

      That voice I didn’t expect to hear. Not here on some two-bit pick up job, anyway.

      I look to my left. “Nice to see you, John.”

      He stands next to me—looking nothing like the lad I recall. Johnny has always been lanky with his skin draped over his skeleton, but I see the years have blessed him with some meat on his bones. Not much. He’s still skinnier than me. And he’s shaved his head. I’m not sure what that’s about. He’s probably told everyone it’s to make him look hard. It’s more likely because he was losing his hair and didn’t want anyone to notice.

      His da went bald at the age of twenty-five.

      He’s got a sneer on his lips and some new scars on his cheek, but no kind words of welcome for me. “I said get in the car.”

      I slide my hands into my pockets, pushing the button on the side of my phone. “You forgot to say please.”

      I look ridiculous. I know I do. I’m dressed for a jog, sweaty and out of sorts. I ain’t in any state to meet up with the former boss.

      Johnny’s eyes narrow. I don’t miss the hand at his hip moving towards his gun.

      He’s not going to say it. He doesn’t have to. The lad, the one we’ve both forgotten at this point, speaks up. “Please, Mr. MacNeal. We need you to get in the car.”

      The lad has manners. Huh. That’s not something my friends and I bothered with once we were inked.

      “Aye,” I say, keeping my eyes on Johnny as I turn to the lad. “Where are we going?”

      “You know where,” Johnny says, shoving past me to take a seat in the front of the car.

      I look to the sky and take a deep breath.

      This is going to be a long damn day.
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      “What will it be?” Mr. MacBride asks.

      I look up to him through the glass front of the display case and point to the biscuits. “I need a dozen of those.”

      “These for your maw?” he asks, filling a small brown box.

      “No.”

      He cuts his eyes to me over the top of the case. There’s worry in his stare, and I daresay a slight shake in the bushy red hair atop his head. There’s also a question in his look—one I answer with a slight nod.

      He wants to know if the biscuits are for MacGinty.

      “Well, then, no charge,” he says, sealing the box before handing it to me.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      I step out into the early afternoon light. It’s summer, which means more sunshine—not necessarily any heat. Doesn’t matter, though. It’s a nice clear day.

      A construction crew is set up on the far side of the church. I cut a path between their machines and over the caution tape. A few workers yell at me, but most of them don’t even notice. I’m old enough to not walk in wet cement or stand between a fella and a nail gun. And at any rate, this is the quickest way to the graveyard.

      Bret and Johnny sit waiting for me when I arrive. Well, they ain’t waiting so much as already have a joint lit and a bottle of whiskey open, calling my name when they see me.

      “You did it,” Johnny says, clapping his hands when he sees the brown box.

      “I thought you were skint until we get paid next week,” Bret says. “Did you pay for those?”

      I shake my head. “MacBride thought they were for MacGinty and I let him. Free biscuits, lads.”

      “Brilliant!” Johnny says, grabbing three.

      “Cheers, Gani,” Bret says, motioning for me to take one before he takes any.

      I grab two and hand him the box. Johnny’s hunkered down with his back to a tombstone. Some fella by the name of Randle who died long before any of us were ever born. I sit beside him.

      Johnny takes a drink from the whiskey bottle and holds it out to me, saying, “Eighteen.”

      I roll my eyes. “Aye.”

      “It ain’t right,” Bret says. “You having to steal your own birthday… well, this ain’t cake, is it?”

      “Gani don’t like cake,” Johnny says. “And we’re all skint thanks to MacGinty holding out on payment.”

      “He ain’t holding out on payment,” I say. “He hasn’t used us all month. What should he be paying us for?”

      Johnny tells me with his glare that I’m harshing the buzz. “You his sponsor now?”

      I drop it there, offering, “I like cake just fine. I just wanted biscuits.”

      “Well, that’s what it was, then," Bret says. "Luck knew it was meant for your shoulders today and presented itself in a biscuit.”

      Johnny and I both stare at him for a second.

      “Can’t you ever talk normal?” Johnny asks him.

      Bret chucks a stick at him, and we all howl.

      “What are you lot doing to celebrate?” Bret asks.

      I shrug. “This is probably the only celebrating I’ll do today. My parents are with Phillip, helping get him settled at his farm.”

      “What about your sisters?” Johnny asks with a smitten look I’m about to slap off his face.

      “They’re visiting Maw’s relatives while they’re gone.”

      “You’re alone?”  Bret asks. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      “Didn’t think it made a difference.”

      I don’t mind being alone. Never have. Never will.

      Johnny shoves to his feet, proclaiming, “Gentlemen, we have a house to invade and a party to kick off! Bugger you, Gani, for keeping it a secret.”

      I hold up two fingers and glare at him. “We ain’t having a party in my parents’ house.”

      “You might not be, but I am,” he says, walking off in the direction of my home.

      “John,” I warn, jumping to my feet. “Don’t you dare!”

      He takes off in a sprint, and I’m two steps behind him. I don’t know if Bret follows or not. I’m too set on catching the dolt. And I do catch him—the second he grabs the handle for the backdoor.

      “Come on, Gani,” he says. “Just the three of us sitting in the den drinking. It won’t be against the rules.”

      “Johnny, the three of us breathing together in Da’s den is against the bloody rules.”

      Bret arrives a minute later, huffing and puffing. “Leave him be, John. You know Douglas is strict.”

      'You know Douglas is strict.'

      I don’t know how to explain what hearing those words said out loud does to me. It’s a twist in my guts that sets off a burn under my skin.

      Aye, my da is strict—he’s a right bastard most of the time. He’d beat my backside for even thinking about having the lads over all night while he was gone. But then he’s the one who decided to not stay in town for my birthday.

      I unlock the door and hold it open, saying, “After you.”

      Johnny whoops, and Bret gives me a look much like the one he gave me when he realized I stole the biscuits.

      “Where’s the phone again?” Johnny asks, like he hasn’t been to my house a million times.

      “By the table,” I say with a nod. “Why?”

      He winks, offering, “Every party needs supplies.”

      I don’t know that I want to know what he means by that. But I don’t have to wait for long for the answer. Not five minutes later, Isla and Kate are knocking on the door. I stare at the front step once they enter, wondering if the lad I get to make out with all night got lost.

      You ain’t got a lover, loser.

      The lads are seated on the couch in my da’s den—discussing whether or not the world needs another Rambo movie or some such wank. Kate walks straight over to Bret and sits in his lap.

      I’m impressed. I figured those two would take ages to show any sort of public displays. Bret told me days ago that they were official—whatever the bloody hell that means. I get wanting someone on standby for whenever you get the urge, but I don’t think I’ll ever understand being official.

      Meanwhile, Johnny and Isla are having a contest to see who can touch the other one’s stomach through their throat using only their tongues.

      Huh, looks like I am alone, after all.

      That’s how I find myself seated on the couch, next to Bret and Kate.

      Music’s playing and Johnny is laughing—or is that Bret? No, it’s me. Bloody hell, I still can’t handle too much weed.

      “You feeling right, mate?” Johnny asks, nudging my shoulder.

      I nod up to him, realizing he's alone now. “Isla leave?”

      He’s got a joint to his lips and shakes his head as he holds his breath. “Naw, just went to get more supplies.”

      There’s a code to his words—some secret meaning I can almost remember knowing. I can’t quite grasp it, though.

      I just nod and close my eyes.

      I must fade out then, because I feel a tap on my chest, stirring me awake later.

      “Gani,” Johnny says as I open my eyes. “You ready for your gift, mate?”

      Gift? I look to Johnny seated next to me on the couch. The air is thick with smoke. I’m slow to blink and focus. He’s got his hand out between us, a small white pill in the center of his palm.

      My lips are as slow as my eyes as I ask, “What is it?”

      “First part of your gift.”

      I take it from him, inspecting it closer. It looks like an aspirin.

      “What is it?” I ask again—not entirely sure if he’s explained it yet or not.

      “Just take it.”

      “What will it do?”

      “Trust me, mate. Doves make everything better.”

      Doves? Are we at bloody church for a wedding?

      He hands me a drink—a short glass with clear liquid in it. I don’t recall having any clear alcohol in the house. My da drinks two things—whiskeys and brew. I sniff it. Nothing. “What is this?”

      “Water.”

      I shoot him a look. “I don’t recall telling you I have a headache, mate.”

      He laughs. “You don’t mix it with anything but water, Gani. Trust me. You want to have some fun tonight, aye? Gotta hydrate.”

      Doves sounds like loads of work—like sports. I hate sports.

      “What’s stopping you?” he asks when I keep stalling. “You afraid of breaking Douglas’ rules?”

      It might be the weed still fogging my mind, but I take the bait. I swallow the pill.

      I don’t feel any difference.

      “I need some food,” I say, shoving to my feet with some effort.

      They steer me to the corner—to a small table that usually has a basket with mail on it. My stomach is about to turn itself inside out with hunger. I kick the empty biscuit box out of the way, shuffling over to the table. Someone’s raided the icebox. I see leftovers from meals Maw prepared last week.

      I’ll catch hell for that.

      Oh bloody well.

      I grab a cold chicken leg, but before I can eat a bite, Johnny’s in my face again. Is he always this obnoxious?

      “You ready for part two of your gift?” he asks.

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Nope.”

      He puts his hands on my shoulders and turns me towards the door. Isla stands in the doorway with a lad next to her. He’s more like a man, really, most likely a few years older than me, but he’s got a freshly shaved face and perfect hair. He’s downright pretty.

      Bloody hell. He got me a lad for my birthday?

      Isla smiles, waving to the new guy. “This is Edgar. Edgar, that’s Gani. Cute, isn’t he?”

      Isla knows him. I don’t have to be a genius to figure out what that means. They literally bought me a lad for the day.

      Brilliant.

      Edgar looks me over like I’m in a shop window. His tongue’s on his lip when his eyes reach my face and he winks. “He’s more than cute.”

      I’ve got a damn chicken leg in my hand, and I contemplate still eating it. Johnny must read my mind, since he takes the damn thing away and nudges me. “Why don’t you go get Edgar a drink in the kitchen?”

      I don’t want to get Edgar anything from anywhere. I don’t need to bloody buy my dates. And I sure don’t need my mates to do it for me. But everyone’s looking, daring me.

      “Come on,” I say, shoving between Edgar and Isla to step out into the hall.

      He’s right on my heels, breathing down my neck. The tail end of my buzz from the weed is turning to aggravation. Maybe it’s not the buzz—maybe I’m getting sober. I’m a damn cranky git these days, with no work from MacGinty and my parents acting like I’m an old shoe to be discarded. It doesn’t help that I just drank a damn cup of water. This fun night is turning into a bloody stay in church.

      I blow up churches.

      I take my time walking to the kitchen. I expect Edgar to make small talk, but he doesn’t. He just hovers behind me like a shadow.

      “What’s your poison?” I ask, stopping in front of the drink bar.

      He sticks to my behind, standing so close that I feel the warmth of his body through my clothes. His voice is right next to my ear as he asks, “What’s the green bottle?”

      “Actual poison.”

      I’d gladly serve him a shot of that rotgut. If he’s upending his lunch, he can’t be hanging all over me, but Da really would kill me for that.

      “Wouldn’t want to drink that,” he says.

      I roll my eyes. I don’t know if he’s daft or drugged. Either way, he’s lucky he’s good looking.

      “Aye, well, what else then?” I ask.

      “What can you make?”

      What can I make? I’m good with my hands. I have a particular skill with electronics. But he ain’t asking about that. He’s asking about drinks.

      I’m shite with drinks.

      I can pour a beer into a glass. I can also twist off the cap on a whiskey bottle. That’s about as far as my skills go. I ain't a barman.

      “I can get you a beer from the fridge,” I offer.

      He’s moved to my side now, and my eyes can’t stop looking at his face. It’s one of those chiseled ones, with the broad jaw and high cheekbones and those lips… bloody hell, those lips look skilled.

      He must catch where I’m looking, because he smiles just so. He’s intimidating—not in some typical sense of the word. I know I’m probably stronger than him, and I’m not a bad looking guy myself. But he’s pretty damn confident in who he is and what we’re on about.

      That’s new to me.

      That’s usually my thing.

      “Got water?” he asks.

      Water. “Aye.”

      That smile’s still teasing me. I lick my lips as I stare at it. Minutes past—I’m not sure how many. I lost track of time. I know it’s been a while since I woke up—a good while since Edgar showed up.

      Do something, you dolt.

      “I love your hair,” he says. “So red.”

      His fingers touch the hair at the side of my head, and I flinch as I move out of reach. I ain’t ever met someone as forward as him. Most fellas around here have to work hard to cover up the truth. We prowl around each other until we decide it’s time to strike. I’m not used to the other fella being the one to make the first move. I always make the first move. Always.

      It’s a strange feeling I get then. I’m on my way over to the cupboard to grab him a glass when my right hand starts to shake. There’s a tingle deep inside it—in both my hands now. I forget about whatever I was going to do and just stare at my fingers. The sensation spreads up my arms, straight to the dead center of my chest. Warmth spreads out from there, firing those same tingles through my whole body.

      I hear my name. I think Edgar says it.

      Everything’s shooting up. My heart. My head. Every piece of me is sailing into the sky. It’s like that night in the basement but loads better. I feel younger and lighter. I feel older and wiser. I’m cold and somehow warm at the same time.

      Everything is floating, pulling me higher and higher.

      I feel something on my arms. Edgar’s hands are on me. I like that. I want to put my hands on him.

      “I need to sit,” I say—or I think I say it, because my legs go out from under me. I'm on the ground but I keep on soaring. I look to the ceiling, surprised I haven’t burst through the damn thing yet.

      I lose track of words and thoughts. I can see everything—hear everything. I can even see sounds. Edgar’s talking. I can’t make sense of what he’s saying. I can’t make sense of anything. I just know I’ve left the ground.

      And I don’t ever want to come back down.

      There are flashes of faces, and a flood of feelings. I feel right. This ain’t like the right I feel with weed, though. This is the kind of right that everyone else finds wrong. This is a hard slap to a cheek and punch to the gut. This is a sharp blade sliding through soft skin.

      This is the right I feel when inflicting pain.

      I’m lost to the haze.

      Time passes—it always does. I hear Johnny ask if I’m good. I nod, finding myself still sat on the kitchen floor, staring at the shiny metal of my knife. I don’t remember taking it out. The blade is almost sparkling.

      “Give him a break," I hear Johnny say. "It’s his first time.”

      “You positive he can take it?” Edgar asks.

      I feel like they might be talking about me, and some part of me hates that. I hate people judging me and making decisions for me, but I can’t find it in me to care at the moment. Maybe I can’t handle whatever’s happening, but I don’t mind. Let it happen.

      Let it never stop happening.

      “Come on, mate,” Johnny says.

      He’s squat down, eye-level with me. I’m smiling like an idiot. I can’t stop. He’s smiling, too. It’s some sort of infectious happiness. I reach out and touch his face, pinching his cheek.

      Johnny laughs. “Told you you’d like it.”

      Like it? That’s not the right word. I can’t think of the right words to describe how I feel, but ‘like’ sounds so little compared to this enormous rush inside of me.

      “You ready to have some fun?” he asks.

      I don’t know how it’s possible to feel any better than I already do, but those words inspire a deeper fire in me. It’s a burst that swallows me whole. Everything’s just a wee bit brighter. The world is warmer. Magic. My hand is still on his cheek, and for some insane reason, I feel words on the tip of my tongue that I know I shouldn’t say.

      I love you.

      I don’t love him. I don’t love anything. Do I? I love my knife, maybe. Any rate, I don’t love Johnny. Not in that way he would probably take it. I don’t want to plan a future with him and adopt some kids. I ain’t even ever found him attractive. But I feel so good—content. And I know he’s feeling it, too. He’s the one who helped me feel this way. I pull him forward into a hug.

      He pats my sides, laughing as he says, “Aye, you probably shouldn’t take this again.”

      Edgar helps him with pulling me to my feet. I’m not as unsteady as I expect to be. Everything’s still vibrating. It’s even better than it was sitting on my arse. We walk back through the house, laughing and chatting. I’m not closed back in my mind like I normally would be. We rejoin the others in the den. The lights are low and music is playing, and I slip into a groove—or maybe it slips into me, I don’t know.

      I just know I’m all over Edgar and his hands are rubbing my skin and it’s everything. We move to the beat of the music. I don’t know what we’re listening to, but it’s suddenly my favorite song. His lips brush mine a few times and then mine move down to press to the spot between his jaw and neck. He smells good—my favorite scent. He’s under my skin, all up in my blood, pulsing inside of me, flowing to where I’m most vulnerable and lighting up all the dark places.

      I’m so bloody randy I keep thrusting my hips against him. My mates are in the room with their burds. I’ve never done this around them—never even talked about it with the lads. I should be self-conscious about this, aye? But I’m not. I kiss Edgar, sliding my tongue into his mouth and welcoming his into mine.

      Bloody hell. I smile against his lips. I can’t stop smiling like an idiot.

      “Gani,” Bret says.

      I turn away from Edgar’s lips with mild reluctance. I want to keep snogging him, but Bret’s next to me, smiling. Aw, Bret.

      Now his face I’ve always liked. His eyes are piercing but gentle. I stare at him with no shame.

      “We’re gonna take off, mate,” he says.

      I nod. Let’s take everything off. Sounds like the best plan to me. I know that’s not what he means. He means they're leaving, since Kate probably has to work tonight, but I’m still swept up in… everything.

      I lean forward, and my lips meet his. It’s just a second—barely a whisper of a touch. My whole face tingles. He pulls away with no anger, his cheeks red as he glances anywhere but at me for a second.

      He’s cute when he’s blushing.

      “Aye, well, later,” he says. “Don’t give him anymore of that, John.”

      Kate gives me a look that’s part warning and part disgust. I blow her a snog and hold up two fingers. I don’t bloody care what she thinks. It felt good to snog him. I’d do it again and more if he wanted.

      They leave. We’re back to dancing. Touching. Snogging. Edgar and I are in my room. I don’t know how long it’s been or really how we got upstairs. I just know our clothes are on the floor and he's running his fingers over the ink on my back.

      “You want to shag?” he asks.

      My eyes go straight to his impressive erection.

      Aye, I want that inside of me.

      I shiver in anticipation.

      He searches through his discarded pants for a condom and says, “Get on the bed on your hands and knees and face the wall.”

      Another shiver. I ain’t ever had a guy tell me how to do it. I like it. Never would have guessed that. But then I stub my toe on the foot of my bed, and I find I like that, too.

      I like everything.

      I work my hands in and out of fists, my jaw clenching as I crawl onto my bed. I shake as another shiver hits me, but this time I feel coldness seeping into my skin, crawling deeper and deeper, taking away my warmth.

      I hear him walk over to me. His fingers probe between my cheeks.

      No, I don’t want this.

      I do want it.

      But… no. Something’s different.

      I blink and it’s like a curtain is drawn back. I’m still in my room, waiting for Edgar to take me, but the light is all gone. He presses himself to my entrance and slowly slides in, the force pushing me further onto the bed. I peer over the edge to the floor.

      A face stares up at me.

      Roger.

      I blink. And blink. And blink again.

      Edgar sets a rapid pace, each thrust of his hips forcing another blink. I’m not feeling it anymore. In fact, I’m feeling nothing.

      Worse, I’m feeling like shite.

      Every bad thought and dark memory in my life is battling for my attention. I can’t see past them. I can’t see any point to anything when there’s nothing but darkness.

      My eyes are still fixated on the floor, on the open yet unfocused eyes of Roger. He can’t be here. Must be a side effect of the pill. But he looks real. Haunting.

      Dead.

      What kind of screwed up mind do I have to picture that mid-shag? It’s not just my mind, though. It’s everything around me. The world is cold and bleak. We’re all going to die someday. I used to beat Roger during sex. Who does that?

      Edgar slaps my arse, grinding his hips. “You like that?”

      I gnash my teeth, shaking my head. I don’t like it. It’s a weak slap, barely hard enough for me to feel it. If he’s going to hit me, he should use a belt or a cane. You’re a mess, Gani MacNeal.

      I want him to finish. I want to crawl under the bed and close my eyes and fall into a deep dark hole.

      What happened to that good feeling? Was it just a lie?

      I’m freezing. His pace should be maddening. All I feel is the absence of heat.

      All I see is Roger’s vacant eyes staring.

      Am I dead? Is that why I’m so cold?

      “Oh yeah,” Edgar moans.

      I can’t do it anymore. I can’t. I shove back and push him off me. “I don’t want to do this.”

      I gather his clothes, or my clothes, or maybe all of the damn bloody clothes on the floor, and toss them at him. He’s in the hall with me slamming the door in his face the next second. I lean against the door, naked, unable to catch my breath. I’m shaking. The cold is going to my bones—to my soul. It’s so dark now.

      I’m crashing.

      I tell myself that over and over and over again—banging my head against the wood to drill the thought in. I’m not dying. The world’s not ending. I’m just coming down from it all. My body doesn’t believe me, though.

      What the bloody hell is the point of taking that drug? Feeling good ain’t worth this shite after.

      I get dressed—blue jeans and not much else.

      I can feel the hallucination of Roger still in the corner. Why would I dream that up?

      “Just bloody look,” I mutter to myself as I inch my way to the bed. He was in the spot—the spot where Coogan died.

      I glance over. He’s still there. Still dead.

      It’s an odd sort of thing—shock. You’re filled with equal parts panic and clarity. Fear wells inside you and this eerie calm settles it back. Maybe that’s not shock. Maybe that’s just me, how I handle situations.

      I kneel down and touch his arm. “Roger?”

      Nothing. No sound. No blinking. No breathing.

      I grab his wrist to check for a pulse and something wet covers my fingers. Blood. The wrist is slit open. His skin’s not warm, but it's not quite cold, either.

      He hasn’t been dead long.

      I stand up as the room starts spinning. What the hell happened? When did he get here? Why would he do this? Did someone else do it? This can’t be real. Can it?

      Running downstairs, I scream, “John!”

      I need to get out of here. I need my mate. I need help.

      I yank the door open, about to run out, and slam to a stop when I see MacGinty’s face.

      He's standing on the front porch.

      It’s the dead of night, black as sin outside. I wouldn’t call it normal business hours, but for MacGinty, it’s not unusual. He’s dressed in his usual suit with a heavy black coat. He looks to my bare chest, his eyes tightening in disapproval, before he meets my gaze.

      “Gani,” he says. “Came by to see your old man. Is he about?”

      Da’s been gone for a few days. If anyone in town would know that, it’d be the man he works for, wouldn’t it?

      I answer the question, anyway. “No, sir. He’s away.”

      My mind’s overloading, but I try to keep my shite together.

      The boss doesn’t tolerate breakdowns.

      “Why don’t you invite me in?” MacGinty suggests.

      Is he a bloody vampire?

      'Manners, laddie. They’re the only thing that keeps us separate from dogs.'

      “Aye, please,” I say, stepping back and out of the way. “Come in.”

      MacGinty says something over his shoulder, and the two men I didn’t notice lurking behind him nod their heads. They both give me a hard look before walking back to the black sedan parked in front of the house.

      He stopped by to see Da with muscle in tow? That can’t be good.

      MacGinty steps into the house and I close the front door, regretting it immediately. I just shut myself alone in the house with the damn devil and a dead body upstairs.

      He looks around the front room, eyes roaming over every inch. I can’t recall if he’s ever been to the house before. I assume he has.

      Crazy thoughts are in my head. Twisted images. Darkness.

      I thought I crashed upstairs. Now I’m catching on that was just the opening act.

      “You all right, lad?” MacGinty asks.

      No, I’m not. I have a dead body in my house. I don’t know what to do about it.

      But MacGinty… his business is dead bodies.

      “I have problem,” I say.

      His brows rise up. “That so?”

      I don’t know how to explain it, or maybe I just don’t want to say the words, so I lead him upstairs to my room, where we find that no amount of wishful thinking could rid the sight of Roger’s body.

      MacGinty lets out a low whistle as he inspects Roger. By inspect, I mean he nudges Roger’s leg with the tip of his expensive leather shoe. “You do it?”

      I want to laugh. I want to cry.

      I want the image of Roger begging me to stay with him purged from my memory.

      My hands shake, and I tuck them under as I cross my arms over my chest. “No, sir. Found him like this. His wrists…”

      I don’t finish. I don’t have to. Everyone knows what opening a vein there does.

      “Huh, never would have thought he’d have the bollocks.”

      I didn’t either, honestly. Roger was a swine. A gutless wanker.

      My own guts clench and churn. He was weak, and I beat him down every chance I got.

      I got off on it.

      What does that make me?

      “You were right.”

      I look to him. “What?”

      “You have a problem.”

      “Aye,” I say with a nod… and another… and another.

      It seems to hit me then. He’s dead. I never put much stock in Roger’s life. I hurt him in every way a body can be hurt. But he’s not on this earth anymore.

      That thought seems so miserable.

      Worse, I loathe him for it. I’m jealous of him.

      I wasn’t on the earth earlier, either. It’s not fair that I had to come back when he gets to stay gone forever.

      “What the hell are you on?”

      I balk at that question, but it’s no use to lie. “Coming down from doves.”

      I expect MacGinty to be angry. He told me once what he does to his men who use blow.

      He’s not cross, though. In fact, he smiles as he asks, “First time?”

      I’m almost too stunned to say, “Aye.”

      “Good shite,” he says before looking back to Roger. “Tell you what I’m going to do for you, Gani.” A chill worse than any I’ve felt all day goes down my spine. “I’ve got a friend, a pig farmer… I’ll have old Roger shipped off to him.”

      Pig farmer. What the bloody hell for?

      My expression must say exactly what I’m thinking, because he explains, “Pigs will eat through a body in a few hours. Over and done.”

      I’m going to be sick.

      I can’t do this. “I, um… I…”

      “We won’t mention it to Dougie."

      The weight dragging me down grows tenfold at the mention of my da.

      “Anyone else see him?” MacGinty asks.

      I shake my head. “Not that I know of.”

      “That nancy that was running out of here when I showed up?”

      Edgar. “No, he was too blitzed to notice anything.”

      He says, “Aye,” and tells me he’ll send the men up to get the body. I thank him and follow him downstairs. He stops just before opening the front door and turns to me. I feel all of the air drain from the room as he says, “You owe me now.”

      I damn near trip at those words. Going into the Swordsmen was easy. I just pledged allegiance and proved myself by delivering the package to the church. But over the past year, the one thing I’ve kept myself clear of was debt.

      Now I owe the devil.

      “Aye,” I say.

      “Don’t look so worried, Gani,” MacGinty says with a laugh, putting his hand on my shoulder when we reach the front door. “Someday I’ll ask you for a favor and you’ll do it, simple as that.”

      A favor.

      Aye, that seems easy enough. I expected him to tell me I’ll owe him the next fifty years of my life, but a favor? Can't be any worse than what I've already done.

      MacGinty leaves and the men do as he told me they would. I sit on the edge of my bed, staring into a pool of drying blood after Roger is gone. I know there’s anguish in me. There’s confusion and anger and fear. But it’s all swallowed by this yawning hollowness.

      At the edge of the mess is a small white piece of paper. Well, it was white before it soaked up the blood. I pick it up, turning it over.

      Happy Birthday.

      Roger’s handwriting. I recognize it from assignments at school.

      My birthday—a dark day upon the earth.

      I slide down to the floor, falling on my knees into the blood.

      All I wanted was some biscuits with my friends and to not feel like I was alone today.
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      “I’ve got a surprise for you,” Da told me the morning after Roger died.

      I remember that day better than most days in my life. He and Maw returned bright and early to find me sitting on the floor in the front room. I hadn’t gone asleep the night before. I wasn’t tired—or rather, my body wasn’t. My soul was exhausted. The sharpest part of the memory was the feeling, the come down. The drug had felt like the best moment of my life. It made me feel like my life had meaning. When it was gone, so was everything else.

      “We’re moving, Gani.”

      That had been his surprise. That had been his big news that was supposed to get me back up off the floor that day. My family was going to leave town.

      I was going to get out of Stirling.

      The best laid plans and all that. I know what the road to Hell is paved with—brick. Most people think it’s good intentions, but that’s a load of shit. No intention is ever truly good. There’s always something selfish in every move someone makes. Doesn’t matter how genuine or innocent someone seems to be. We act in our own best interest, for our own survival, but that’s not my point. My point is, bricks make up that road to damnation, but that road doesn't lead deep into the earth like you might think—they lead up the drive to MacGinty’s house.

      This isn’t the place in the heart of the town where I first met him. That’s his business. This is his home.

      The car stops at a large iron gate. I’ve only seen it once before in my life, and that was the last night I spent in Stirling as a lad. The driver leans out and enters a code into a security panel. I must say it’s a very low budget affair considering all the advancements in technology these days. He doesn’t even have a decent pack of dogs waiting on the front lawn to maul you to death should you jump the fence. In the world of espionage, we’d figure him an easy mark.

      But we’d be wrong.

      MacGinty has no problem with you getting over his fence and to his front door. He doesn’t even care about you sneaking inside and finding him in bed. No matter what, he’ll still gut you in the end. He likes it if he knows you were confident up until the second the knife slid in. He gets off on it.

      The lad next to me is so bloody fidgety that he’s actually making me nervous. Not because of anything that might happen with MacGinty. I fear this lad is going to squeeze off a round in my direction just for panic.

      “Son,” I say, nodding to his gun. “You got the safety locked on that?”

      He gives me a hateful look, but he checks it, not at all slyly. I really hope if today’s my day to die I’m given the option to shoot myself instead of having Flippy here do it.

      “Collin,” Johnny says once the car stops. He’s looking in the rearview, which tells me he’s talking to Captain Jumpy. “Ride back with Jared for the rounds.”

      Johnny gets out, and I lean forward, saying, “Jared, I’d have him sit in the front were I you.”

      Collin has decided I’m the worst person ever, but Jared laughs under his breath as I climb out of the car. Johnny waits for me with his hand obviously resting on the gun tucked under his coat. I note that he doesn’t have a pin on his lapel like Bret. He’s no public face of the establishment. I take the leap and guess since he was the one sent to retrieve me that he’s the new right hand.

      Life’s a funny bitch.

      “Risen through the ranks, have you, John?”

      Can’t help but smile at how dark his glare grows. He still hasn’t learned how to mask his emotions.

      He point to the stairs. “You go first.”

      There was a time I fully expected Johnathan Reid to put a bullet in my back, but I step past him now without a second thought. If he were going to kill me, he would have done it sixteen years ago—or even twenty minutes ago when he found me on the street.

      No, I’m meant to see the boss.

      Two more guards are planted on either side of the front door. Ridiculous. What the bloody hell do they do all day? Just stand out here in the middle of nowhere waiting for someone to maybe charge the door?

      “Fellas,” I say.

      They ignore me, looking over my shoulder to Johnny.

      “Boss wants to see him,” Johnny tells them.

      Now, these lads are nothing like the German soldiers that guard the interrogation room at HQ. They're scrawny, much like Johnny, but what they lack in muscle, they make up for with the Glocks tucked into their trousers. I could easily take them down with my hands. I’d just have to hope their aim sucks.

      The lad on the right waves for me to raise my arms. I do it, also spreading my legs so he can pat me down. He lingers on my ass and I consider making a joke about it. I look to the other lad, who is glaring like he knows me, so it’s probably best I keep my mouth shut. All the searching produces just my phone. He hands it to Johnny. I don’t question it. It ain’t even mine, technically.

      “No weapon?” Johnny asks. “No blade?”

      Still have the one on my back. I don't say it out loud. I want to, though. It used to rile him up good to be reminded I took the first kill in our group. Seeing as though I'm unarmed, it seems wise to not work him up now.

      "Do I look like I'm dressed for a knife fight?" I ask.

      He looks me up and down. "What are you dressed for?"

      "Running."

      At first he's baffled by my answer, but then he gets this devious smile and says, "Always were good at that, weren't you?"

      I really miss my knife.

      He drops the conversation there, waving for me to enter the house.

      MacGinty isn't a man who lives some lavish life. I used to admire that about him. Here he owns just about every soul in town, but he doesn't drive the finest cars or dress in designer clothes. His house looks like a bloody mansion from the outside, but the inside looks no different than where I grew up. Picture frames line the entryway. I don't know most of the people in the photos, but the one at the end of the hall matches the one in my parents' house.

      The one with Grandda Coogan and old man MacGinty.

      True to form, he's not waiting for me in an office or some overdone study. He never plays the role of the typical boss. He's seated on the couch in the family room. A young girl with curly blonde hair sits on the floor next to his feet. They lean over a coffee table, coloring together in a book.

      We stand there for a second, waiting. He doesn't look up, never acknowledges me. He just whispers something to the girl and she hops up, skipping from the room.

      What is it about the man that commands obedience?

      "Kids," MacGinty says, looking at the picture they were coloring. "So trusting. So eager. So innocent."

      He says the last like it's a questionable trait in everyone past the age of five. I daresay I agree with him. I told him as much when I was younger.

      He flips through the pages of the book, asking, "Why are you here?"

      The smartass answer is because I was forced. The truth is, "My friend was murdered."

      There's no real accusation in the words. I have no reason to suspect MacGinty had any involvement. I don't know exactly what happened to Bret, but I’d be a damn liar if I didn’t admit I suspected MacGinty the minute I heard about the bomb. Seems unreasonable, considering Bret was wearing a pin of loyalty to the club. That should keep the target off of his back.

      I know differently, though.

      MacGinty considers my answer, surveying me with that same guarded expression I remember from ages ago.

      Then he says, “Huh.”

      Huh.

      I learned a good deal of my tricks from this man—especially when it comes to interrogation. He sits casual, acting as though I’m not the least bit threatening, but I know it’s all for show.

      “Hadn’t heard that, had you, Johnny Boy?” he asks.

      I want to roll my eyes at the endearment. Johnny Boy. Makes me sick.

      Johnny steps next to me. “Nope.”

      I know damn well they both are aware of Bret’s death. There’s some joke I’m not getting in all of this. I wait to hear the punch line.

      MacGinty doesn’t disappoint. “Didn’t know you had any friends here.”

      He’s pleased with himself, believing he’s dug some knife under my skin with that comment, but I’m not the least bit affected. Truthfully, he's right. I don’t have any friends here. Not anymore.

      MacGinty eyes me when he doesn’t get the reaction he wanted.

      I’m taken back to sitting in Reynolds’ office a few days ago. I can feel he wants me to offer up more information, but I’m not about to spill my guts. Not in the figurative sense, at least. The jury is still out on whether or not I’m walking out of here today alive or if they may gut me out of principle.

      “So, I ask again, why are you here?”

      I amend my former statement by saying, “I’m here for a funeral.”

      “Ha,” MacGinty says. Aye, he says it—not laughs. “Putting carts before the wagons, ain’t you, laddie?”

      Johnny finds that amusing.

      I find myself wanting to skip over this display of chest puffing and get to the point.

      “You tell me,” I say. “Why am I here?”

      There’s that smile—the one he had the first time I met him. He nods to Johnny, saying, “Leave.”

      Johnny doesn’t question it or put up a fight. I can all but feel his desire to hurt me, but he does what he’s told, like a good little soldier.

      Maybe some things do change, after all.

      MacGinty stands once we’re alone. There’s no effort to it. He’s down and then up, brushing lint from the sleeve of his suit coat. If it weren’t for a few new wrinkles on his face, I wouldn’t believe that he’d aged at all. He’s still thriving—strong.

      Nothing like my da.

      “Thought you were told to never come back,” MacGinty says, keeping the length of the room between us.

      “I’m just here—”

      “For what?” he asks, interrupting me. “You here to dig the hole for the coffin, are you? Maybe you’re here to hold his gran’s hand? Or maybe you’re here to avenge him?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. He’s poking, prodding, damn near pleading for me to take the bait.

      I ain’t gonna.

      Again, he watches me, dissecting me with his eyes, before he huffs. “I want you gone.”

      “I’ll leave after the funeral.”

      “It’ll be your funeral if you stay.”

      I once knew a great deal of this man’s secrets. I knew the skeletons in the closet and the locations of the bodies. I’m a tremendous threat to him. I know I am. He knows I am. But this isn’t about that. If this was about that, he would have killed me the second I showed up in town.

      I tilt my head to the right, surveying him as he’s been doing to me. “Shoot me.”

      I don’t expect him to be surprised. He isn’t. If anything, he’s mildly annoyed, frowning as he raises one brow. “And get blood all over my wife’s carpet?”

      “I’m staying for Bret’s funeral and then I’ll leave town. I won’t bother with any of your business while I’m here. If you have a problem with that, just kill me right now.”

      Again, he scoffs as if I’m being ridiculous. And again, he proves what I suspect—he can’t kill me. Not that he won’t right now, or that he's waiting for the perfect moment to do it. No, something—some outside force—is staying his hand for some damn reason.

      I log that suspicion away in my mind and cross my arms over my chest. “I’m just here to pay my respects.”

      “Respect,” he says, turning his attention to the front window. “Aye, that’s always important.”

      There’s a commotion at the door. I turn just as it opens, shocked to see my da standing on the porch.

      One of the guards struts in, glancing between MacGinty and me. “Boss, MacNeal’s here.”

      “You ain’t my sharpest tool in the shed, are you?” MacGinty asks the guard, giving him a flat look. “Why are you informing me of the obvious? I have eyes.”

      “Ah, aye, not this MacNeal,” the man says, motioning to me. “The other one.”

      I keep my eyes on the other MacNeal. What the bloody hell is he doing here? He leans heavily on his cane. Is he out of breath?

      “Show him in,” MacGinty says.

      The bodyguard returns to the entrance, and I look back to MacGinty.

      “This ain’t over,” he tells me.

      The hard stomp of Da’s cane against the hardwood floor silences me from responding. I expect him to stop next to me, but he doesn’t, planting himself a step in front of me instead.

      “Go home, Gani,” Da orders, never once looking at me.

      I cut my eyes towards MacGinty. He’s smiling. I hate his smile.

      “Dougie," he says. "I was just telling your boy how much we’ve all missed him.”

      Da turns just far enough to catch my eye. “You deaf, son? Go home.”

      He tosses his keys, and I catch them, but I still stand here. I’m perfectly all right with the idea of MacGinty shooting me. I’ve earned it a few times over. But I have a bad feeling about leaving Da here alone.

      “But—”

      “Go on, Gani,” MacGinty says. “Your da and I have business to discuss.”

      I don’t like it. I start to object again.

      “Lucian!” MacGinty calls out, and the guard returns. “Show the younger MacNeal to the door.”

      Lucian points a gun in my face—as subtle as a sledgehammer. I begrudgingly let him escort me out. I talk myself down, reminding myself that Da’s a member of the club. He’s held his own against MacGinty for decades. It ain’t my place to charge in and protect him.

      What the bloody hell is he doing here?

      Johnny’s waiting on the front step, twirling a knife with one hand. It doesn’t look anything like my knife—it’s a switchblade with a dark grey hilt. But I recognize it as one he used to carry back in the day.

      He’s focused on the blade as I pass. Doesn’t keep his mouth shut, though. “Leaving so soon?”

      “Piss off,” I say.

      “You don’t want this?”

      I stop and turn back to find him holding out my phone—or what’s left of the phone. He’s taken it and broken it at the hinge. Damn thing is two pieces held together by one wire that’s going to give way any second. Bloody hell it was already disabled—this is beating a dead horse.

      I snatch it back, saying, “Thanks for taking such good care of it.”

      “Of course. That’s what mates do, aye?”

      And with that, this shit is over. I head to the truck.

      “Aye, well, give my regards to that little tart of yours, at any rate.”

      That little tart.

      Marko. He’s talking about Marko. I ain’t surprised he knows about him—we fucked in my brother’s bed last night. The whole town probably heard us.

      It’s a threat. How bloody original. As if I haven’t had forty-five of those thrown my way in the past ten minutes. I don’t give his threat any merit—or I, at least, don’t give him the satisfaction of a reaction. I walk at a normal pace to Da’s truck, climb in casually, and take off back down the driveway at a sensible speed.

      There’s nothing for me to get worked up about.

      Or so I let them all think. The second the mansion is out of sight, I smash the pedal to the floor.

      I never should have come back to town.

      Too much history. Too many sins.

      Too many innocent people who keep paying for them.
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      “I need you to do me a favor.”

      It’s been a year. That’s what I think when my sleep-addled mind processes MacGinty’s words. I need you to do me a favor. It’s my birthday. I'm nineteen now, and the day’s just winding down. I’ve pissed it away with the lads. Unlike last year, we had to work, but it wasn’t so bad.

      We always have to work these days.

      I don’t know if I should be thrilled or terrified that he’s finally calling in my debt. I’ve waited three hundred and sixty-five days for this moment. So many phone calls, so many jobs. Each time I saw him, whenever I heard his voice or was told there was something I needed to be a part of, I wondered if it was the favor I owed. For the most part, I can’t complain. My usual job for MacGinty is to help the lads lift cars and drop them off at MacGinty’s shops for butchering, with the odd occasion of standing in at Da’s spot beside MacGinty as he reminds someone what respect means. Even fewer are the times when I'm sent to help one of his men commit murder. Each time I open my eyes, though, I find my world revolving in a game of Russian roulette.

      And I think today I’ve landed on the bullet in the chamber.

      “Where you going?” Da asks as I head downstairs.

      “Work.”

      “You lot already hit quota today, didn’t you?”

      We did. Well, Bret and I did. Johnny took the day off. We got paid yesterday, so he probably wouldn’t have been much help, anyway.

      Da shouldn’t know that, though. He’s been home all day, helping Maw. She had some sort of female surgery I didn’t pay much attention to. I just know she can’t do much around the house.

      I don’t dwell on it, though. My da knows everything. I mean everything. I’m not surprised he’s already heard the numbers of today’s take.

      “Aye, we cleared enough to go home,” I tell him. “You seen my coat?”

      “What’s he got you doing tonight, Gani?”

      I dig through the front closet, grabbing for the first long-sleeved garment I can find. “Dunno. He says he needs a favor.”

      Da grabs my arm, holding me back when I try to leave. “You’re staying in.”

      “But I have work to do.”

      I don’t understand the sudden anger I see in his eyes. Why can’t I ever have one day where the man isn’t hacked off at me?

      “I do his favors,” he says, "not you."

      That sounds so much filthier than I know he means it.

      “Well, this time he wants me.”

      I try to tug away, but he tightens his grip.

      Bloody hell, the old man is strong.

      “Why?” he asks. “Why are you doing this?"

      His eyes are daggers, aimed at my face. I ain’t ever been afraid of much—except that look, maybe. But tonight, to my surprise, I feel no fear. There’s anger, though. It stirs up inside of me. I’ve earned my place a thousand times over. I’ve earned the respect of every other man who has the blade inked on his back.

      Maybe that’s the problem. Da only has the hilt. He’s never gotten the blade.

      Maybe that's why he always seems to doubt me.

      He doesn’t understand the level of loyalty I have to MacGinty. It goes beyond me believing in the man or his business. He gives me an outlet for the ugly that’s inside of me. I need that. I like it.

      So why am I doing this?

      Because I’m a natural born killer.

      “It’s my job.”

      “Not tonight," he says. "I’ll go tell him I’ll do—”

      I jerk away from him to gain leverage, catching him off guard, and shove him in the other direction. He loses his hold, losing his footing. I watch as he hits a table along the side, jostling all the figurines Maw collects, a few breaking as they fall to the ground.

      I’m breathing hard, shaking, as I stare down at him. He’s hurt. I realize it right away. He can’t put any pressure on his right foot. I should help him, should give him my hand and help him to his feet, help him make his way to the couch, but I don't have time for this.

      Later. I can help us all after I finally pay my debt. We'll be free and clear to leave town like he wanted to a year ago after I do whatever MacGinty wants me to do tonight.

      “I’ll be back,” I say as I walk out.
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      Memories wreak havoc on my calm as I drive back home. I see it over and over again in my mind. I think about Da trying to stop me and how I pushed him to the ground.

      I never came back that night.

      I never helped him up.

      Never said goodbye.

      I just… left. Alone.

      Now I’m back, and he’s walking with a cane. Now I’m back, and he’s still trying to put himself between me and MacGinty.

      I never should’ve returned, and I certainly never should’ve let Marko come along.

      Give my regards to that tart of yours.

      I tried to mask his identity, when I really should have just put him on a plane and sent him back to Russia, where he'd be safe.

      How could I be so stupid to bring him to Stirling?

      The breaks screech as I park at the curb in front of the house. I know there are likely eyes on me here, just as they were back at MacGinty's, so I keep my cool as I head inside.

      “Marko?” I holler as I enter. "You here?"

      No answer. The front room is dark, the place silent except the sound a clock ticking.

      “Marko?” I yell again, heading upstairs to my bedroom.

      “Gani?” Maw calls out from the hall.

      I don’t answer her, too distracted moving sheets and looking for the Russian idiot who slept here last night. He’s not in Phillip’s bed, nor is he sitting at my old desk. I turn to my bed, my heart damn near leaping out of my chest. It’s only a second, and it’s gone when I blink, but I imagine him on the floor where I found Roger on my eighteenth birthday.

      My head is playing tricks on me, a hint of fear creeping through my insides.

      He’s not there. He’s not dead.

      Wherever he is, he's fine.

      “Gani, love,” Maw says, closer this time. She lays a hand on my arm. “What is it?”

      How do I explain it to her? How much of this shit does she really know? I've never talked to her about anything to do with MacGinty. I doubt Da ever has, either. But she’s not daft, nor is she blind. She has to know we’ve done terrible things, the kind of things that can come back to haunt us. The kind of things that get innocent people killed.

      “I have to go,” I say.

      “Go? Gani, look at me.”

      I can’t. I can’t take my eyes off the spot on the floor—the spot where she cleaned up my grandda’s spilled blood ages before I scrubbed away Roger’s.

      “I shouldn’t have come back," I tell her. "It’s not right. And Marko—”

      “He’s not here.”

      Now I look at her. I bore bloody holes into her skull with the laser-focus of my eyes. “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know. I awoke an hour ago to find all three of my men gone. Figured you were giving him the tour of town.”

      The tour of town?

      What the bloody hell would that include? Here’s the place where I learned how to shag… oh, and don’t miss the spot where I stabbed a man for the first time!

      Why would Marko leave the house?

      My mind is a mess of questions and scenarios, trying to make sense of everything. Is this why Da came looking for me? Did someone show up at the house? Did they take Marko? Are they negotiating his life right now?

      I’m such a fool.

      “I have to go,” I tell her again, trying to get past her, but she plants her body in my path.

      Leveling me with a stern look, she says, “Where are you going?”

      “I can’t tell you.”

      “What are you going to do when you get there?”

      “I can’t tell you that, either.”

      “Then you ain’t leaving.”

      As much as I respect my maw, I’m a grown man. I can do whatever the bloody hell I want.

      “You can’t—”

      She reaches up and grabs my ear, pinching it so hard I almost fall to my knees from the pain. “Don’t you sass me, Gani!”

      I grit my teeth to keep from making a sound.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” she asks.

      “It’s not important.”

      “Then tell me about it.”

      “I can’t. I just have to—”

      “Go, aye, you said that.” She pinches harder. I can’t stop the whimper I let out. “The last time you left this house like this, you didn’t come back for sixteen years. I’ll not have it happen again, so you’re going to answer my questions.”

      The only argument I have is to stomp my feet and whine, so I keep my mouth shut and just nod in agreement.

      She lets go, glaring as I massage my ear.

      “It’s MacGinty,” I say.

      She looks unimpressed with that answer. “What is that git up to now?”

      “He told me to leave town or die.”

      She laughs—bloody howls. She’s either ignorant of reality or she’s gone insane. “He won’t hurt you, Gani.”

      With a pat to my cheek, she turns to leave the room, flippantly asking what I want for breakfast.

      I want my damn dignity back. I’ve commanded fear in the eyes of evil men when they realized I was their executioner. I’ve broken hardened criminals in interrogation. I bloody survived basic training with a Russian giant, and she thinks I’m terrified of MacGinty hurting me?

      I count to twenty in my head. It’s not worth the fight. She just doesn’t understand.

      “Gani,” she says, leaning in the doorway when I don’t follow her. “Have you gone daft?”

      Aye, starting to think I was born daft.

      “No,” I grumble.

      “Breakfast," she says. "There's nothing to worry about.”

      I pop my knuckles and nod with a forced smile. Maybe she’s right. Maybe I’m overreacting. There’s no play but vengeance for Johnny targeting Marko. He just wanted real estate in my head. He got it. Da wouldn’t stand for an innocent being killed for nothing.

      I still think it was a mistake bringing Marko here, though.

      I shouldn't have put him in the middle of this situation.

      I change my clothes, dressing in the get-up I wore yesterday. I’m in no mood for a suit and these workout clothes can burn in Hell.

      Maw’s fussing and prodding in the kitchen when I walk in. Bless her, she’s put the kettle on. The smell of a fresh brew helps calms my nerves. I pour myself a cup, moaning when I take the first sip. Never have been able to find coffee as good as the stuff she makes.

      “I’d ask how your day is going so far, but I think we’ve established that,” she says. “So I’ll ask, how was your sleep?”

      I glance at her, seeing straight through her innocent expression. She heard every bit of what Marko and I did last night. Maybe I’m a right conceited bastard, but I can’t find it in me to be embarrassed.

      I shrug as I take a full gulp of coffee. “At times, it was a pain in the rear end.”

      Maw’s laugh is a full out howl. “I daresay it probably was. Your da talked me into the bum once.”

      I choke on my next sip, caught off guard by her candor.

      “He only did it once. I nearly slapped his face off when I came to my senses!”

      I can’t help the small laugh that shakes me. “Poor Da.”

      She’s cracking eggs and points a metal whisk at me with a stern look. “Poor Da? I’m the one who couldn’t take a decent shite for a month.”

      I howl that time. “He must've done it wrong.”

      “Aye, and I don’t believe in giving points for effort.”

      Can’t argue with that.

      We fall into an easy routine of her cooking while she chats. Every so often, I glance at the door or check my watch. It’s been all of ten minutes, but it feels like an eternity has passed.

      She prattles on about this or that, while I’m lost in my own thoughts. So much of me yearns to tell MacGinty to shove it. I came here to see Bret be laid to rest and that’s exactly what I plan to do. But there’s a balance I’ve upset by returning. Not just in the town—in me. I can’t dream of being put back to right until I leave.

      “I should really go,” I say, refilling my cup.

      “Don’t start that nonsense again, Gani.”

      I lean against the counter. “Maw, I don’t belong here. I only came to pay my respects to Bret. Maybe it’s best if I just—”

      “Tomorrow night.”

      I hesitate. “What’s tomorrow night?”

      “The wake,” she says. She’s got flour on her hands, and she rubs her nose with the back of one. “Stay until then. Please.”

      As much as I want to argue, as much as I want to tell her that even one more day is just too long, I can’t… not with the hopeful look in her eyes right now. “Aye, I suppose I can manage that.”

      Her smile is dazzling when I agree. I don’t understand it. I’m not worth the fuss.

      “Is there a body to display?” I ask, already figuring the answer but wanting confirmation.

      She moves on to potatoes, frying them with sausage and I don’t know all of what else. Her spatula scrapes against the metal pan as she struggles to restrain her emotions. “There wasn’t even much of a plane left, Gani.”

      Not much of a plane—the blast was big. I tap my fingers against the counter, thinking. I need to get a new phone so I can contact Tom again, and check in and let HQ know why they can’t reach me if they’re trying to reach me.

      “She’ll still sit up, you know.”

      I’m drawn out of my thoughts at that. “Who?”

      “Gran Edna.”

      Gran Edna—Bret’s Gran. “Aye? She’s still alive? What is she, two hundred years old?”

      This time I get more than a dirty look. She whacks the back of my hand with her spatula. “She’s ninety… or the like.”

      I hiss as I shake my stinging hand and make a face. “What’s wrong with her sitting up? That’s what’s done, ain’t it?”

      I don’t know much about the world’s traditions in sending off the dead, but here in Stirling, you throw a party, get sloshed, and elect one member of the clan to sit up with the dead until it’s time to put them into the ground. I’m hardly surprised Gran Edna would be the one to sit with Bret. She watched over him after his parents died, so I have no doubt she’s kept her eye on him all these years.

      “There’s naught for her to watch over, Gani. They’ll be an empty coffin for the old lass to stare at all night. I can’t imagine that sort of pain. There’s no closure in it. None at all.”

      Closure. Aye. I can’t argue with that. Doesn’t seem to be something anyone around here is offered.

      Maw plates me up a proper breakfast, insisting I sit and enjoy it. I check my watch again as I return to my seat. Another ten minutes has passed. “I should go look for—”

      The sound of the front door interrupts my words. I turn, relief overtaking me when I see Marko’s smug smile as he enters.

      Ten steps into the house, and I’m already in front of him, fighting the urge to both hug him and slap him. “Where the bloody hell have you been?”

      He raises his eyebrows, taken aback. “Well, good morning to you too.”

      “Where did you go, Marko?”

      “Where did you go?”

      “I went for a run.”

      He looks me up and down. “In jeans? Were you practicing for robbing a liquor store later?”

      I laugh. He’s funny, even if he is obnoxious. “No, I’ve been back long enough to change.”

      “Yebat’, are you always this busy in the morning?”

      We’ve spent plenty of time together for him to know exactly how I am in the morning. “Marko—”

      He interrupts me with a groan. "What is that delicious smell?”

      “Breakfast,” Maw calls from the kitchen.

      “Have I told you how much I love that woman?” he asks, skirting by me to head into the kitchen.

      “Where were you?” I repeat, following him.

      “What do we have here?” he asks, settling at the table in front of a full fresh plate of food.

      Maw beams. “There’s plenty more where that came from.”

      “Keep it coming,” Marko says, winking when I sit down across from him.

      “Will you focus for five bloody seconds,” I say. "Answer my question."

      “What?” he asks around a slurp of coffee.

      “Where have you been?”

      “I went for a walk.”

      “You? You went for a walk?”

      He shrugs. “I can walk.”

      “He walks,” Maw says. “It ain’t that hard to see, Gani.”

      That’s not all he was doing and I know it. He knows I know it, too, because he gets this look in his eyes when he’s keeping a secret from me. I’m not in any mood to play these games with him today.

      “Relax,” he whispers, leaning over his plate. I move closer to hear him better, giving me a whiff of the mint from his toothpaste. “I ran out. Had to go… shopping.”

      He ran out. It takes a tick, but I catch what he’s really saying.

      “You’ve been in town for less than twenty-four hours and you already have a weed dealer?”

      He smiles one of those damn smiles that makes his already too-handsome face even more attractive before he plants a soft kiss on my lips.

      Damn him for being able to get to me like this.

      I sit back in my chair and watch him eat—watch him interact with Maw. There’s this sensation stirring deep inside of me that I’ve only felt a few times in my life. Peace. I know it’s not real and I know it can’t last, but I let myself feel it for a moment.

      What if…?

      What if I could be the son she always wanted? I could move back to Scotland with Marko and we could set up our own little house just like this.

      What if I cooked him breakfast every morning? I'd never have to worry about running off, going back to that other reality.

      What if… what if we were different people and the world was a different place?

      I could drown myself in what ifs. But in the end, it’s still not the 'what is'.

      What is… is the fact that this can’t ever be like this.

      What is… Marko needs to leave Stirling.

      For his safety. For my sanity.

      Because I can’t let what happens to everyone else around here happen to him.
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      I kick in the door to the backroom at Milligan’s. It’s nearing midnight, which means this is where Bret and Johnny should be.

      'That favor I need from you. It’s more of a problem I need you to take care of for me.'

      I have a job to do. A debt to repay.

      Bret sees me first. He’s sat in a chair against the wall with his girlfriend slung across his lap. Kate hops off when he calls my name. She shrinks back behind him as he stands, like maybe she can read my mood. Bret’s asking me what’s up. Either he’s too dense to see I’m working or he’s got an idea of why I’m here.

      I’ve played poker with him enough times to know he ain’t got what it takes to bluff me.

      “Where is he?” I ask, kicking over boxes and beating the pillows on the sofa. I’m not daft enough to think Johnny can slip between the cushions. I just have a short fuse that’s about to combust.

      “Calm down, mate,” Bret says.

      I ignore his request. “Get out of here, Kate.”

      Kate’s a smart girl. She doesn’t need me to tell her twice.

      Bret watches her leave, and when he turns his attention back to me, he’s finally on board with what I’m on about.

      “Bollocks,” he says. "What did he do?"

      “Just tell me where he is.”

      “I don't know. I haven’t seen him all day.”

      “Don’t protect him right now, Bret. If you know—”

      “I ain’t lying to you, Gani. And fuck off right proper if you think I won’t do my damnedest to protect my mates.”

      It’s not the first time I’ve witnessed Bret’s spine. He’s got the hilt on his back, too. I know. But the anger in his eyes right now just might earn him the blade one day.

      I daresay I’m impressed.

      “When did you last see him?”

      “Yesterday, early,” he says. “He blew off his shift at the warehouse. But he does that—”

      “When we get paid,” I finish.

      Aye, Johnny’s shite with responsibility.

      I scan the bar one last time and nod. “Cheers.”

      “What are you going to do?” Bret asks, running to catch me at the door. “Gani, what are you going to do with Johnny?”

      I shake him off when he grabs my arm. “What I have to.”

      Johnny still lives in the same goddamn shack he grew up in.

      Grew up.

      Bloody hell, I know we’re still young, but I think of us as men these days. And that’s exactly why I’m not going to quit until I find him tonight. I can't.

      I see his motorbike parked in front when I reach the shack. He’s home.

      Satan willing, he’s not alone.

      I don’t bother with knocking. That’ll only warn him that I’m here. I kick open his door the same as I did the one at Milligan’s.

      “Bloody hell,” I say, taking in the sight and stench.

      Johnny lays flat on his back in the middle of the room—strung out. I step over the threshold and feel something crunch beneath my boot. I don’t bother looking down. I know good and well what my friend does with the extra money he makes from MacGinty.

      Frankly, I don’t give a damn about that. I don’t even give Johnny a second glance. What I’m really looking for is seated at his sofa, hunched over a side table, snorting the rest of Johnny’s money up her right nostril. “Isla.”

      My voice scares her—or, at least, she jumps when she hears it. She looks like shite. Her hair’s not been washed for God knows how long, her clothes torn and dirty, her eyes so black I wonder if she's running purely on powder now.

      “Hey,” she says.

      I can tell she’s six shades to the wind. She actually has the nerve to smile at me.

      “Where is it?” I ask.

      I don’t realize that I’ve pulled my knife out until I catch her staring at it twirling in the air. “Where’s what?”

      She fidgets, and I know it’s more than a tweak from the drugs. Her eyes look to Johnny and back to my knife a few times.

      “I’m only asking you once more,” I say. “Where is it?”

      She looks like a deer in my sights, and she has no answer to offer.

      Well, then…

      I move towards her. She flinches. That doesn’t stop me, though. I ain’t one of those guys who thinks just because a person was born with a pussy they‘re excluded from any sort of confrontation. Maybe that makes me a dick—so what if it does? Everyone has to face consequences.

      I reach for her. She screams, and kicks, and slaps at me with weak hands. It’s quite a fuss. I don’t care. Let the whole bloody town know. She’ll be the one hanged, not me. She can struggle all she wants, but I put my knee to her legs and trap her in place, checking her pockets and patting up her sides, feeling beneath her shirt, where I find it.

      A skinny black cord hangs from the side of her bra.

      I yank her shirt off, ripping the wire free before holding it up for her to see.

      She shuts up fast.

      “Who?” I ask.

      She starts crying. That’s a damn joke to me. She went into this knowing what she was getting into. She’s not feeling regret—she just knows she’s been busted.

      “Get tae fuck, you bawbag.”

      I bend low, so that my eyes are level with hers. “Tell me who you’ve been spying for.”

      “What difference does it make? You’re going to kill me anyway.”

      Well, she’s right about that.

      “Gani?” a scratchy voice calls out behind me.

      Bloody hell. Johnny. Why couldn’t he just stay unconscious?

      I give Isla a warning look before turning to him. He might be awake, but there’s little conscious about him. He's in a terrible state. He sits up, but his body droops. He’s got a smile on his face and glass for eyes.

      “Whatcha doing here, mate?" he asks. "Did I know you were coming?”

      “Your girlfriend is selling us out,” I tell him. “I’m here to kill her.”

      He laughs—bloody laughs. His brain is boiled past reason. “You remember that time she bit me? You told me then that my boabie would fall off.”

      “Memory lane is closed tonight, John. Go back to sleep.”

      Isla tries to wiggle out from beneath me, so I grab her around the middle and swing her away from the sofa. That’s when the slag loses it. She claws at my hands and kicks at my legs, slamming her head back against my chest.

      Bloody hell, that stings.

      “Hey,” Johnny says, still far too removed to understand what's happening. “What are you on about?”

      “Johnny!" she screams. "Help me!”

      “That’s enough of that,” I say, dragging her to the door.

      “Hey!” Johnny calls after us, but I’m already to the car and stuffing her in the trunk.

      “You won’t get away with this!” she cries. “He won’t let you!”

      “I ain’t afraid of him, lass,” I assure her as I slam the lid down.

      I turn back to the shack and see Johnny struggling to get to his feet inside the doorway. I walk over to his bike and cut the fuel line. That won’t keep him from tracking me, but it’ll at least slow him down.

      I’m on the road, speeding away before he ever makes it outside.

      'Someone’s keeping tabs on the business. I need it stopped.'

      I reach a crossroad at the edge of town. If I turn right, I’ll end up at MacGinty’s office—which is where he told me to go.

      My stomach is tied in knots.

      I can’t take her in, though. I can’t.

      Not with the things they'd do to the lass.

      I have to end this right now.

      I turn left, driving to another crossing just outside of Edinburgh. It’s a ways out of town, ensuring this won’t blow back on the business. The sun has gone down and a chill has crept into the air. I park off the road and stare out into the darkness.

      This ain’t gonna be the first time I’ve ended a life. I daresay it won’t be the last.

      That doesn’t make this any easier.

      Isla is silent when I open the trunk. Genuine tears fall from her eyes.

      “Please don’t do this,” she whispers.

      “You did this,” I tell her. “I’m just meant to call in your debt.”

      I lift her out. She’s tiny—boney, just like when I met her. I push her towards the road, kicking her legs out from under her. She goes down to her knees easy enough, shivering and cowering.

      “My maw.” Her voice is so low I almost miss it as she repeats those two words. “My maw.”

      “Is she who you’re reporting to?”

      “He killed her," she says. "He killed my maw.”

      My sympathy would go out to her if it were possible, but Isla has earned this.

      “One last chance," I say. "Who are you working for?”

      She curls over onto herself, shaking her head.

      I slide on my gloves and pull out the gun tucked into my waistband. I press it to the back of her skull and don't hesitate, because I can't. I pull the trigger. BANG.

      She falls hard and fast like I just kicked her from behind. The darkness makes the small trickle of blood from the tiny entry wound look like part of her hair. I don’t look at the rest of her.

      I wipe down the gun and toss it on the ground next to her. It’s untraceable. She’s got drugs in her system and a record of felonies. No one’s going to investigate what led her to this point.

      No one except whoever wired her.

      But that’s a mess for MacGinty to figure out. I did my part.

      I close the trunk and climb back into my car. I turn it round, careful not to hit her, and don’t get more than a few meters before I see headlights shining towards me.

      They’re coming fast, someone laying on the horn like a warning.

      What the bloody hell?

      I can’t make out any of it, as the lights are too bright on the dark road. It’s not until they pass me that I recognize Bret’s gran’s car. I see Bret behind the wheel with Johnny seated beside him.

      I hit my breaks just as I hear them hit theirs.

      Bollocks.

      “No! Isla, baby! No!”

      I hear Johnny’s screams, but I don’t get out of my car. I watch in my rearview as he falls to the ground, clutching her. Bret stands behind him, but his eyes look back at me.

      Even from this distance, in the darkness, I can see the look of horror on his face.

      I pray Bret never has to know what it's like to become a monster like me.

      And I pray someday they both understand I had to do it this way.
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      I leave Marko with Maw in the kitchen and head up to my room. I need to pack the bag. Figured it would be easy, since I hadn’t unpacked, but the damn thing is empty. I search the room, finding a pile of clothes on the floor. Marko ransacked it getting dressed this morning. I step across the hall to the toilet, finding the razor and toothbrush I bought for him on the counter next to the sink.

      He made himself at home. Only Marko. I lived here for ages and never felt as at ease as he seems to be in just a few short hours.

      I shove everything back into the bag. No time for folding. I don’t care about wrinkles.

      Marko finds his way upstairs. His cologne hits me a second before I feel the warmth of his body next to me.

      “Are we going somewhere?” he asks.

      “Aye.”

      I don’t elaborate. I don’t want to fight right now. I want him in the car in five minutes, and the only way he’ll go is if he thinks I’ll be going along. I didn’t tell him why we’re here, so he won’t question why we’re leaving before the wake.

      It’s a brilliant plan.

      “I’ll go kiss your mom goodbye.”

      “No.”

      He stalls and gives me a questioning look. I know Maw will be elbow-deep in dish water right now. She’ll be distracted enough to not notice us leaving. There can’t be any goodbyes. It'll lead to answers to questions he doesn’t know he has. It’ll lead to Maw pinching my bloody ear again to make me stay out of fear that I won’t be back.

      “Let’s just go,” I say, ushering him out of the room.

      I keep my steps light on the way down. Marko clomps along like a freshly shoed horse. It doesn’t matter, because Maw is singing as she washes dishes, not paying any mind to our noises.

      “Do I get to drive this time?” Marko asks, standing by the driver's side door.

      I shake my head. “Of course not.”

      “Spoil sport,” he says with a pout.

      “You just told me you spent the morning buying pot and you’ve never driven on the right side of the road before. It’s bloody common sense.”

      “It’s boring, Coogan. You’re losing your edge. You’re turning into a weeny.”

      A weeny. Last night he called me cute, and this morning I’m a weeny. Either he’s hoping to get beat again or I really am losing my edge.

      I climb in behind the wheel and check my mirrors. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him laughing.

      “What?”

      His eyes damn near twinkle. “Nothing.”

      His lips twitch, and I know he’s still laughing at me.

      “Aye, I’m a weeny,” I say. “Put your seatbelt on.”

      “Sir, yes, sir.”

      It’s nearing noon as I wind us through the streets to the other side of town. More traffic, more people—more eyes. I wait until we clear the city limit and punch the gas harder.

      The smell of lit weed wafts around me.

      “Are we late for something?” Marko asks.

      “Not really.”

      “Where are we going now?”

      On one hand, I could get aggravated with him. I never invited him to Scotland. But he isn’t complaining. He’s honestly just curious. And it’s unnerving, because I don’t want him to know. I didn’t want him to meet my maw or sleep in that bedroom. I didn’t want him to drink my da's whiskey and help him finish the bottle. I want Marko to be closed up and safe and away from everything that is really me. Because how could he ever want to be with someone who has done the things I've done in Stirling?

      But here he bloody sits, taking it all in. He’s not running away. He’s not demanding I give him more. He’s just along for the ride. “I’m taking you back to your jet in Edinburgh.”

      “Do you need to fly somewhere?”

      “I need you to fly back to Russia,” I tell him, “without me.”

      “I won’t.”

      “You are.”

      “Coogan, I told you that I’m staying.”

      “You have responsibilities now, Marko. Or have those suddenly disappeared?”

      “They can wait.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see him shift in his seat. He puts the smoke out. I’m pushing the right button.

      “I doubt that. You used to say your father made deals in his sleep. You’re not making your deals, Marko. You’ve got to get back to work.”

      “What if I don’t want to do that work?”

      “What else would you do?”

      I know the answer. He’s told me dozens of times. Still, I like hearing him say it. It gets him excited.

      Not today, though. Today, he shrugs and mumbles, “Buy a club.”

      He’s huffy. The next step will be defiant and then he might just jump out of the car to prove to me he’s going to do what he wants, but I won’t let him get that far.

      I’ll convince him to get on the plane.

      “Maybe you don’t have to go back there and do those things, but you do have to leave here.”

      “I don’t.”

      Stubborn bastard. I need him to be safe. To be thousands of kilometers away with Sven guarding him, his biggest worry what tie to wear to what formal function.

      This is my mess, not his. I don't need him tangled up in it.

      “Coogan, I’m not leaving," he says. "You need me.”

      'You need me.'

      He said that the other night at the hotel in Edinburgh—said that’s why he came looking for me. That memory is still too raw. The anger I unleashed that night is evident in the dark bruise on his face. That anger was born in Stirling. It’s only going to get worse if he stays.

      “I don’t need you,” I say.

      I do. I hate to admit it, but having him here calms my nerves.

      Calm is a luxury I can’t afford, though.

      Traffic’s light on the road, empty really for the middle of the day. I can’t sit still as I drive. My hands are sweaty and my muscles are jumpy. Sending him away is the right thing to do. I know it is.

      So why do I feel like I’m about to carve out my insides watching him leave?

      Marko moves around, grabbing something out of the bag. I keep my eyes on the view out the front window as his cologne fills my lungs, confusing me even more. I miss the days we spent together in New York, days almost like today, when I would wake with him beside me.

      But that’s no excuse for putting him in danger.

      I don’t know exactly what he’s doing, but I hear a light tapping and then a long drawn-out snort.

      Bloody hell.

      “You said you gave that shit up,” I say, turning to see him sniff a line of blow up his nostril.

      He rubs his nose with the back of his fist. “Da, I did, but the man I met today gave me a great deal.”

      I ain’t ever been big on drugs. Well, that’s not true—I tried a lot of shit when I was younger, but my body just couldn’t take it. Fuck me, though, if I don’t enjoy watching him use. It’s sick, really. I’m more sadistic than I care to admit. I even pull off the road to observe, because it’s been too long since I’ve seen this. There’s just something about watching the rush come over him. I can see his pulse quicken from the curve at the base of his neck. He licks his lips over and over until they’re red and swollen. And his eyes… his eyes dance and shine.

      It’s bad for him. It might kill him someday.

      So why do I find myself forgetting to pay attention to everything but him? Why do I put the car in park and turn in my seat to see him more fully?

      He knows I like to watch. The smirk on his lips tells me that's why he bought the coke today.

      He hums—deep and throaty and bloody hell, the sound vibrates through me. “It’s some good shit.”

      “Aye?”

      Reaching over, I run my fingers through his hair, making him moan. His hand is on my thigh, squeezing hard. Marko doesn’t get energetic in the way most people do when they snort blow. He’s just more aggressive with more stamina… more brutal.

      I like that.

      “Talk to me, Coogan.”

      “You’re goddamn lickable right now.”

      I prove it by leaning over and swiping my tongue across his pulse point.

      Another moan. Another shot of fire through my veins.

      “Why are you so tense, moy lyubovnik?”

      He doesn’t play fair. I’m getting drunk off his scent, off the way his pupils dilate. I don’t want to tell him anything, but I can’t resist saying, “I don’t like being in Stirling. Too many memories.”

      Too many secrets.

      I killed Isla on this road where I'm now sitting, contemplating fucking Marko.

      That’s why I’m tense. I’m going insane. This town reminds me how bloody mental I am.

      He holds the clear bag of powder out to me. “You want some?”

      I can’t help but laugh. Only Marko would think getting stoned would calm me down.

      “You know I can’t handle that.”

      He shifts in his seat to face me, running his hands along my chest over my clothes. “Da. You’re not good with any sort of excess.”

      “With drugs, you mean,” I say, leaning closer—taking in his breath as my own.

      “Da.”

      His voice is teasing. His lips curl up as he pulls me for a kiss.

      I may not have done a line, but my heart hammers and my skin tightens and I feel like I could go ten rounds right now with him.

      “Is that what happened when you called me?” he asks, pressing kisses to the side of my neck.

      My head’s a daze. I don’t want to think about anything other than this moment. “When did I call you?”

      “The other night. It’s why I followed you here. I could tell you were out of it. Almost reminded me of the time you snorted blow off my thighs. You remember that night?”

      Do I remember that night? Aye. I wish I could forget it. I did a line off each thigh and let him talk me into dressing in drag to go to a club in East Berlin.

      “Don’t make that face,” he says. “It’s not my fault you insisted on matching your bag to your shoes.”

      “It’s a sin not to have them match.”

      He watches me like I’m entertaining. “Da, it is.”

      “I didn’t call you, though,” I say, sitting back in my seat to put some space between us. "You're mistaken."

      I spent the night before I came to Scotland at a bar with Ace. We drank and then… I awoke with some lad in my shower. I don’t remember calling Marko.

      Marko takes his phone from his pocket and plays a message on speaker.

      Chaotic noises, music and voices, all garble together to create a static sort of sound, and then I hear myself say, “I need you.” It’s an odd sort of moment, like when I heard Bret was dead and I saw Marko standing in the pub that day. I know that’s my voice, but the despair that hollows it seems so foreign.

      “I don’t remember doing that,” I say.

      The message continues as my voice says, “I’m sorry, did you just ask me to dance?”

      I don’t recall dancing. I don’t recall much of anything but my hangover the next day.

      The line goes dead, and Marko puts his phone away. He doesn’t ask for an explanation. I think we’ve established I have none to give.

      “What were you on?” he asks.

      “Beer.”

      “Coogan, I’ve seen you drink your weight in beer before and do little more than piss in public.”

      Another memory I’d really rather not have.

      “You had to be on something to not remember it,” Marko says.

      If I was on something, it wasn't intentional. I didn’t take anything that I can remember, which means something else was going on with me or… I was drugged. I dismiss that as soon as I think it, though. What are the odds? “I must have just gotten drunker than I thought.”

      “Someone spiked your drink.”

      Marko's thoughts go the same way mine did, but I never let my drinks out of my sight. And even if I had, Ace was at the table with me. He wouldn’t let that happen. Ace might a dick, but he’s got my back.

      “I’ve been under a lot of stress," I say. "Maybe I knew…”

      “What?" he asks when I don't finish my thought. "Maybe you knew what?”

      I almost said that Bret was going to die. This is what I didn’t want to happen. I didn’t want to get into this whole thing with him.

      “That you wanted me to leave you alone," I say. "You know how I am with being told what to do.”

      It’s not a complete lie. I’m sure whatever possessed me to call him was fueled by him continually pushing me away.

      “So you knew I’d come running if you called?”

      “Well, you did, didn’t you?”

      There’s no legroom to speak of in this piece of shit car. He’s got his long legs spread wide, his right knee reaching over the short console between us, bumping against mine. I’m taken back to our limo ride the other night. I wanted to push him then to prove a point.

      I’m going to do it now just for fun.

      “You know, the road’s pretty empty.”

      He surveys the street. “Da. I guess we can get going.”

      Getting going—don’t mind if we do. “Are you ambidextrous?”

      “Ambi-what?”

      “Are you equally skilled with your left and right sides?”

      I’ve switched to speaking bloody Chinese—that’s what his face tells me. “What the fuck are you talking about, Coogan?”

      “Well, you’ve sucked my dick with me sitting in that seat and you sitting over here, but… I wonder if you can do it in reverse.”

      He wants to stay angry. He even holds that hard look where he clenches his jaw and turns away for a second. But I know him. He can’t resist the proposition.

      Marko has a car fetish.

      “If you don’t think you’re up for the challenge—”

      He stops me with a hard shove to my chest. I don’t resist, falling back to open myself up as much as I can in such a tight space. He’s still got that look—the one that tells me he’s not happy with me. But it’s not malicious; it’s predatory. He’s going to make me pay for his side trip to the highlands. Huh, maybe that means that look is malicious.

      Can’t help but hope so.

      His hands work under me, lifting my hips. Fuck, the air in this car is thinning. Every sound is amplified. I hear my own breaths—my heart thumping harder. He holds my eyes with his stare as he slowly lowers my zipper.

      I bite my bottom lip.

      “I do this and I can stay.”

      I smile, letting my head lull back. He was going to stay anyway. I knew that. He knew that. I could've fought him for hours and physically forced him onto the bloody jet, but Marko's so stubborn he would've probably just jumped out of it in mid-air. The back and forth, the tug of war… this is what we are. We ain’t Maw’s boys, eating Sunday brunch. We’re each other’s best damn fuck.

      We’re each other’s escape.

      His lips slide down over my dick and everything else fades away. This town. This road. Every bad thing I’ve done. Every mistake I’ve made. It’s all gone. The only thing that exists is the two of us in this moment.

      At least, that’s what I tell myself.
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      “It’s done,” I say, taking a seat across from MacGinty’s desk.

      He’s standing just like he was the first night I met him, his hands clasped behind his back as he stares out the window. “That so?”

      I don’t like those two words. He uses them when he knows you’re not telling him everything. Even so, I ain’t got anything to hide. He said to handle the rat, so I did.

      End of bloody story.

      “Aye,” I say.

      He turns then, glaring at me. “Is the lad still breathing?”

      I don’t have to ask who he means. Johnny. “He didn’t have anything to do with it, sir. He didn’t know what she was doing.”

      “Did I ask for your opinion on the matter?”

      My right hand twitches. I want to grab my knife—I sense shit’s about turn sideways. I expected it, though. The second I decided to kill Isla instead of bring her here. I solved the problem but I didn't exactly follow his orders. “No, sir.”

      “What did I tell you to do?”

      The smartarse answer is on my tongue—he told me to handle the rat. But that’s not what he wants me to say. “To bring the lass here.”

      “And?”

      “And to shoot John in the back of the skull.”

      “Aye,” he says.

      He turns towards the rest of the room with his arms outstretched. “So, where’s the lassie?”

      “At the four-road crossing.”

      “I see. And which skull did you shoot, again?”

      “Hers.”

      “Let me get this straight," he says, his anger evident. "You think you know more than me. You think you’ve done what should be done. You think you didn’t have to do what I told you to do. Is that right?”

      It’s a double-edged knife. If I say ‘yes’, he may as well shoot me in the face right now. If I say ‘no’, well, I’d be flat out lying and deserving death, as well. Either way, I know in my bones that I’ve just screwed myself out of clearing my debt.

      I have but one option to play on. “She struggled and tried to get away. I had to lock her down, but in the end, shooting her was my only option.” I shove the sleeves of my jacket up to show the claws marks on my arms—thankfully she had struggled a bit in the shack when I confronted her.

      He mulls that over. I can tell he doesn’t fully believe me. I shot her execution style, but I suppose it could have happened that way if she were running.

      “And what about John?” he asks.

      “He didn’t know," I say. "He wasn’t working with her.”

      That, I have no doubt about. Johnny has many flaws, but a lack of loyalty ain't one of them. He’s liked Isla for years, ever since she nearly bit off his boabie. She likes to shag and get blitzed, which are also his two favorite things. It’s simple as that.

      He would’ve killed her himself had he realized what she was doing.

      “He was stupid enough to bring her around business,” MacGinty says. “That makes him a bigger threat to me.”

      “Not anymore.”

      “How do you figure?”

      It’s not something I want to explain to him. It has to do with knowing Johnny my whole life—seeing how he was when his maw died. Losing Isla is going to harden his heart. He’ll still shag plenty of lasses, but he’s never going to let one get close to him again.

      I suppose he’ll have me to thank for that.

      “Pain changes people,” I say.

      He doesn’t laugh, but his eyes dance with amusement. “That it does, lad. That it does.”

      The tension I’ve felt from the second I walked into the room eases from his form, and likewise from me as I watch him walk over to his side of the desk. I don’t know how to explain it, but I can tell he’s decided he doesn’t want to kill me.

      I’ve been working for MacGinty for two years now. I figure that’s why I can read him so well. He likes me, asks me to sit in on loads of his meetings, and asks me to take care of problems he doesn’t let others know exist. That might also be why I know I’m saved from his wrath right now.

      I’m still in his debt, though.

      Might be forever after what I did tonight.

      “I can’t deny that you’re a keen one," he says. "You take after your da.”

      I don’t know what to do with that compliment. I’ve always thought my da far more upright than I. He only helps MacGinty, staying on the sidelines, while I do the dirty work myself.

      “Do you play poker, Gani?”

      Something shifts in the air around me, making everything cold. I don’t like where I sense this conversation is heading. People don’t ask about playing games of chance and skill without wanting to somehow test yours.

      “Aye, sir.”

      “Do you win often?”

      “Aye, sir. I do just fine.”

      This time, he laughs, but there’s nothing genuine about the sound. He’s toying with me. He enjoys messing with people’s minds. “Well, you’ve got a pair of aces in your hand right now. You have a permanent spot beside me if you want it.”

      That’s not what I expected him to say. And again, I don’t know how to react to the offer. I don’t see myself doing this forever, but honestly, what else can I do? I’ve killed people. I’m good at it.

      I like it.

      That’s not something that makes me capable of living a different kind of life.

      “Would you like that?” he asks.

      I nod.

      “Aye, I figured you would.”

      He reaches into a side drawer, producing a pistol that he lays on the desk in front of me.

      I stare at the gun. I have no idea what he’s on about.

      “You’ve earned your metal a hundred times over, so I'm giving you a pass. I won’t kill you, but I won’t keep you, either. Not like this.”

      He’s so matter-of-fact as he speaks, as if we’re discussing the color of the sky and not my fate.

      I understand what he means, though. He won’t kill me for letting Johnny live tonight, but there’s something else I have to do now to keep my spot here beside him. He’s not calling it a favor. No, it's yet another debt I owe.

      The phone on his desk rings, and he answers it, staring unblinkingly at me. “Aye, send him in.” When he hangs up, the door opens behind me, and he says, “It’s very simple, Gani. Either you stay or he does.”

      I look over as Johnny is dragged into the room.

      Bloody hell.

      Leave it to MacGinty to not only screw with my mind but also still demand the job be done in the end. My price for remaining a swordsman is Johnny's death.

      It's either him or me.

      I ain’t got to even think about it.

      There's no choice here.

      I stand, turning my back to the gun, and walk towards the door.

      “That’s it then?" MacGinty asks. "You’re just giving up, like a pathetic coward?”

      Johnny stands off to the side of the desk, his eyes on the floor. I don’t know what he knows or how much, or what he thinks is the real reason he’s here. I don’t even know if he’s come down from the shock of Isla’s death yet, or if he's still too blitzed to understand. He won’t look at me, and he’s never been able to look MacGinty in the eye.

      “Aye, I suppose so,” I say. “Consider this my resignation.”

      “Will do,” MacGinty says. “You’re a goddamn disgrace, not worthy of the name Coogan. I don’t ever want to see your face in Stirling again.”

      I give Johnny one last glance as I say, “Won’t be a problem.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          17

        

      

    
    
      “One room.”

      I follow Marko into the aforementioned room and roll my eyes. “There’s no point in renting more than one.”

      “You have the money to do it, da?”

      I have more money than I’m ever going to admit to him, but that’s beside the point. “Whether I do or don’t doesn’t matter.”

      “You do.”

      “Honestly, why does it bother you?”

      “People.”

      The way he says it, not just the tone of his voice, but the expression on his face makes me laugh long and hard. “You rent out several floors of a hotel at one time because of people?”

      “Da. Your way, we have to see people on the elevator all the way up to our floor. We have to see them in the hallway. Hear them through the walls. Have them bang on the walls because they’re tired of the fourth hour of loud sex. My way, no people.”

      The struggle is evidently too real for Marko. Although I do enjoy my privacy, I know that’s not what he’s talking about. He’s probably the second most social guy I know—next to Ace. But only after he’s good and blitzed. Until then, he’s more like me.

      “Fear not. You won’t see any people, because we aren’t going to be leaving the room.”

      He’s plopped down in a chair on the other side of the bed. It’s one of those all-in-one rooms—no separate bedroom and living room space. Totally below Mr. Veltriv’s standards, but hey, he’s always said he likes it down and dirty with me.

      “Why won’t we be leaving the room?”

      “Because we don’t want people to know we’re here.”

      A compromise. After I came… and then came back down to my senses in the car, I knew it was best to keep Marko close. Truth is, I don’t know who killed Bret. MacGinty’s reaction might just as well have been because he didn’t trust that I hadn’t been the one to kill him. Besides, there's a very real possibility that it was about the representatives at the summit—which includes Marko.

      I only have to stay in town until tomorrow night. I don’t, however, have to spend those hours out in the open at my parents’ house.

      “What difference does it make if people know we’re here?”

      Bloody hell, I preferred Marko a few years ago, back when he was knee-deep in a coke obsession to the brink of being hospitalized a few times. That Marko never asked endless questions. He was happy to see me show up and sad to see me walk out. Everything in between was just what it should be.

      Sex.

      “You hungry?” I ask, ignoring his question.

      He’s already lit a joint and nods as he exhales.

      “What do you like on your pizza?”

      I pick up the hotel line, I still need to replace my broken cell, and dial a number that has been locked in my brain nearly all my life—the one and only good pizza place in Stirling. To my surprise, they’re still in business.

      “Mushrooms.”

      I know that’s not all he likes on it. He likes extra cheese, light sauce, and spicy peperoni to go with those mushrooms, but I order a plain mushroom pizza.

      It’s what I like.

      I hang up the phone after placing the order and walk over to him, stealing the joint. I take puff, holding it in as I close my eyes.

      “What do you need?”

      His voice is next to my ear, his body heat all along my back. I exhale and take another hit before my lungs have a chance to clear.

      I don’t hold the second breath in as long, releasing it as I say, “I’m fine.”

      “Porn? Is that what you need? You got. We’ll find some porn on the television.”

      I take another hit, watching the world outside the window. We’re only three flights up. The hotel has maybe twenty rooms at best. The view ain’t anything like the ones I usually have from hotels. Even when I’m not with Marko, I do prefer to stay in the penthouse. It goes against the code of the job and draws undo attention, but I rarely travel for work, so when I do, I splurge.

      Stirling looks no different from here than it does from the ground. The place felt so small as I grew up, but now I can’t seem to find the edge of town.

      “They don’t even have cable.”

      Five words that sound so miserable I can’t help but laugh. That could very well be the weed taking hold. Marko doesn’t cut corners on anything, least of all his drugs. I pass the smoke back to him and claim the remote. There are all of three stations that I mindlessly flip between. My thoughts start drifting apart already. “That’s some strong shit.”

      “It’s weak,” Marko says. “It’s barely worthy of being considered pot.”

      I flop down on the bed beside him. “Didn’t think they’d have cable.”

      “How can a place not have cable? It’s the twenty-first century.”

      “None of the furniture in this room matches, let alone goes together, and you’re shocked they haven’t kept up to date with technology?”

      “Let’s change hotels.”

      “Okay, but this is the nicest one in town.”

      “What kind of prehistoric hellhole did you grow up in?”

      “Says the guy who’s still living under Communist rule.”

      “Hey, we’re democratic on paper.”

      “Aye, and we’re progressive… in the sheets.”

      He shoves me with his elbow as we both laugh. I rest back on the bed, letting the effects of the smoke take away my anxiety. I close my eyes.

      Simple.

      “I wonder sometimes,” Marko says, moving around. I feel the bed shift and keep my eyes closed as I listen to him speak. “What it would be like to take you Moscow.”

      “You’re from Omsk.”

      “Da, but I spent most of my life in Moscow. My schools, our home… the people who knew me as a boy… those are all in Moscow.”

      I open my eyes, finding him standing by the window. He gazes at Stirling like it’s some painting with a deeper meaning he wants to riddle out. I don’t understand it. Right now, I’m not even sure I understand how he got to that side of the room so fast.

      “It would probably be like this,” I tell him. “Except you’d be the one wound tight, hoping your mother didn’t hear when I called you a slut in the middle of the night.”

      I expect him to laugh, or at least smile, but he remains serious as he says, “You’d be surprised, Coogan. Not much of my life is different than what you’ve already seen.”

      There’s this thought in the back of my mind—avoid this conversation at all cost. But something takes over, making me let go of my inhibitions. I tend to keep everything locked away. It’s survival. Here it was because people exploited your weaknesses. Now, it’s literally part of my job.

      Keep your shit shut, Gani.

      “Tell me about it.”

      He blows a cloud of smoke in my direction. “What?”

      “Your home. Russia. What was your bedroom like?”

      “Big.”

      “Oh, so no sharing the fucking cupboard with an older brother like me, then?”

      I hold my arm out and he obliges me, handing over the joint. I have no mind for time anymore. I don’t know how long it’s been since my first puff but this one is just as smooth. I’m warm and relaxed.

      Marko joins me on the bed. “No, my parents’ home is a good three times the size of yours.”

      That’s sort of an asshole thing to say, but he doesn’t say it to be an asshole. It’s just a fact. The Veltriv’s are well to do, whereas the MacNeals just get by. That's how it goes.

      “And your bed?”

      “Huge,” he says, snagging the smoke back. “Twice as big as the one we’re in right now.”

      Oh, the mental images are a plenty. I recall the first time I met Marko. He was nineteen and so done with life. You could smell the inheritance on him. I could tell he thought he’d done it all by then.

      But he hadn’t done me.

      “How many?”

      “How many what?” he asks.

      “How many girls did you do at once in that bed?”

      I’m fully reclined now, spread out, and enjoying the softness of my pillow. Marko’s gorgeous. I get all caught up in staring at his lips as this half-smirk turns them up. It’s half a tick before I realize he hasn’t answered my question.

      Wait… what did I ask him?

      My eyes are slow to blink, but even they see the pink at the tip of his ears. “Are you blushing?”

      “No.”

      I touch one, feeling warmth. “You are!”

      He smacks my hand away. I’m downright giddy, teasing him, touching him, laughing and rolling around the bed until he’s bitching that we’ve ruined the last of the joint, but I don’t care. He’s under me and he smells good. That's all that matters. I rest my face in the crook of his neck, breathing deeply.

      “Why don’t we have nicknames for each other?” he asks.

      “What do you want me to call you? I’ll call you whatever you want.”

      I run my mouth along his neck before catching his earlobe between my teeth.

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      I don’t know what he means. I don’t care. He shaved this morning. I didn’t. I can’t remember the last time I did. I rub my jaw against his cheek, scratching that perfect skin of his.

      “Coogan.”

      My fingers toy with the edge of his shirt, dipping under to touch his stomach.

      “Coogan.”

      His lips. God, there’s nothing better than the taste of his lips. I lean in to kiss him.

      He stops me by putting his hand over my mouth. “Coogan.”

      “What?” I ask, my voice muffled in his palm.

      He nods away from the bed. “The pizza is here.”

      Pizza. Bloody brilliant. I’m starving.

      I hop up and stroll over to open the door.

      “I was just about to think you weren’t here,” the delivery lad says.

      Not the most normal greeting, but I don’t care. I can smell the fresh, hot pie in his hand. “How much?”

      He says and I pay him, opening the box and he searches for change. It looks like a dream, with melted cheese and perfectly cooked crust, but bloody hell the thing is tiny.

      “Hey, mate,” I say, shrugging off the change. “What else you got?”

      He stares at me for a fucking year. Then says, “What do you mean?”

      “What other orders are you delivering right now?”

      “Ask if he has beer,” Marko shouts.

      “You got beer?”

      The lad looks around. “Am I on one of those recorded shows or the like?”

      I look out into the hall. I don’t see any cameras. “I don’t think so. Why?”

      “I can’t tell you what else I’ve got—”

      “Look, mate, we’re stoned. Hook us up and I’ll make sure you can quit this job tonight.”

      He still looks like he’s about ready to back away slowly and possibly call the cops.

      “Bring me your wallet,” I yell to Marko.

      He jumps off the bed, trading me his wallet for the pizza box. I sort through it, pulling out a couple thousand pounds—nothing to Marko, really.

      “Where’d you get pounds?” I ask him.

      “Off my Amex earlier today at a bank.”

      Makes sense, or my stomach is more in charge now and is fine with his answer.

      I slap the bills to the pizza lad's chest and say, “Hook us up with whatever you got.”

      Ten minutes later, we have three more pizzas and two six-packs of beer. We eat and drink and eat some more. Eventually, the boxes are all but empty, and we’re on the bed, mostly naked.

      I let out a long belch and laugh.

      “I know better than to let you get stoned,” Marko says.

      “Pfft, I’m as sober as a horse.”

      His laughter shakes the bed. “What does that even mean, Coogan?”

      “It means,” I say, shoving the empty boxes off the bed. I steal the slice he’s eating, taking a bite out of it before tossing it into oblivion. “I’m going to shag you till the sun goes down.”

      “Promises, promises.”

      I’m a man of my word.

      I get right back to where I left off before the food arrived and I don’t let up. I fuck him. He fucks me. We try out the maneuver that broke the clock back in Germany. We also try a few positions we haven’t done in months. It’s one of the more glorious afternoons of my life.

      Marko talked about us visiting Moscow and I think I get it—at least in my own way. I lived my life here in Stirling with my fists clenched and my knuckles bloody. I fought every single day to be me. There is nothing more me than doing this with Marko. With him, I’m strong and confident, I’m sexy and bold, and I’m a leader. I’d be a lying fool if I said there wasn’t something extra attractive about doing this here, in my hometown. Stirling looked ready to swallow me whole at the start of this day and now it can’t touch me.

      Because of him.

      Because of us.

      We get our money’s worth for the room and are exhausted well after the world has gone dark outside. We’re just resting now, laid back on the bed, touching as much of each other as we can without moving. His head rests on my chest. My leg is slung over his hip. His fingers unconsciously caress my thigh.

      It’s simple.

      And yet, it’s not. The fog has cleared from my brain. And I’m sober in more ways than one.

      “Spat’,” Marko says, rolling onto his side and pressing a kiss to my chest.

      I lie there, motionless, all but holding my breath as he falls into a deep sleep. I hold him for a while, smiling as his hands run across my skin.

      I give myself ten more minutes to enjoy it and just be.

      Then I roll out from under Marko, careful not to wake him, and locate a pair of pants. Are they his or mine? I don’t care. I slide them on and search the duffel bag for my gun. I check to make sure it’s loaded, but I leave the safety on.

      I make a quick round, stepping out into the hall and walking to the elevator and back. All is quiet and empty. Good. Marko is loudly snoring when I step back into our room. I put the ‘Do not disturb’ sign on the handle and close the door, locking it six ways to Sunday. I make a quick sweep of our space, walking through the modest but roomy toilet before setting up shop at the chair by the window.

      No threats as far as I can see. No one knows we’re here, so we should be safe.

      So what’s this feeling in my gut?

      Is it just paranoia? Residual effects from the pot? I ain’t concerned about me. Anyone who wants to find me can try, but I have to keep Marko safe.

      I watch the scene outside—a few cars pass along the street every so often. People walk from here to there, most in groups. I eventually catch sight of a lone man coming down the block, and I lean forward, narrowing my eyes. He’s a good distance away, sticking to the shadows. I can make out his build, not too different from my own, and his hair, a dark blond shade. He seems almost generic in a sense, but something about him feels eerily familiar.

      I flip the safety off on my gun.

      I follow the man with my eyes. He keeps a steady pace, no hurry to his steps, but where’s he going? Why’s he walking alone this late at night?

      He gets closer, stepping under the light of a streetlamp. I’m nearly ready to shove open the window and lean out further to get a better look at him when a woman rushes over and jumps into his arms.

      Bloody hell, Coogan. You’re a right git.

      I fall back in the chair, returning the safety on the gun and drop it into my lap. I’m just trying to see a problem where there ain’t one.

      Story of my life.

      The couple stands there for a minute before heading back in the direction the man came from.

      I scrub my hands down my face.

      I think I get what this feeling is. It’s knowing what I would do if I were in Johnny's shoes, if someone who hurt me like I hurt him were in town. It’s that reminder that every move we make has consequences.

      I killed Isla seventeen years ago.

      That put a target on my own back as well—and Da’s. I don’t know what’s happened with him and MacGinty. He hadn’t come home by the time I took Marko and ran. Was that a good thing, or a bad thing? I should’ve told Maw—I should’ve gone back and got him.

      There’s a million different ways I could’ve done this and I’ve chosen all the wrong moves.

      It’s going to be a long night.
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      Africa.

      Somalia, to be exact.

      Sunshine.

      So much bloody sunshine it’s even bright in the shadows.

      I knew the sun shone in other parts of the world—read about it a lot in books. But growing up in the back end of Scotland didn’t prepare me for finding the surface of the damn sun in the middle of the desert.

      And it’s hot.

      Sweat pours down my back, soaking through my dark grey suit.

      “You sure you don’t want any water?” Shade asks me.

      “Aye,” I say. She keeps asking me that, has been for the past hour, because my face is red. I come from a long line of pale people from a cold bloody country. My face is red because my body is terrified we’ve been set on fire. “Where’s the idiot? We have a job to get done.”

      “You know Ace,” she says with a shrug.

      A shrug. Aye, that about sums up our teammate.

      We’re not often sent on these things in groups. Actually, this is the first time they’ve sent the three us on one of these together. I’m starting to realize this might be why. If I were working this op alone, I’d be done and on a plane back to Frankfurt by now.

      Instead, I’m forced into bloody chitchat.

      “How’d you get that thing past security?” she asks.

      I cut my eyes her way as she nods to my hand. It’s only then I realize I’m twirling my knife. We’re not out in the open, instead tucked behind an armored truck that’s parked out in the middle of nowhere. But it’s still not best I brandish a weapon in public. I fold the blade back between the handles and return it to my pocket.

      I don’t answer her question about security. It’s my own secret. She’ll either figure it out on her own or she’ll play the company’s game of having shit sent ahead for her for the rest of her career.

      “So…”

      I close my eyes and count to fifty. Here’s the bloody chitchat starting up again. “Aye?”

      “Thanks for not calling me crazy.”

      I’ve known Penelope Vincent for three years now. She’s a lot of things—sarcastic, ballsy, strong, and smarter than any other person you’ll ever meet. But I’d never call her crazy.

      I did go retrieve her from a psych ward a month ago, though, so I can see why she expected it.

      “You ain’t crazy, Shade.”

      “It was just… tough, you know? When I heard he was gone…”

      He. That’d be our fallen team leader—Nikolai Zolkov, a.k.a. Codename: Comrade. I don’t really feel like venturing down Emotional Alley right now, though.

      I check my watch.

      Ace needs to get here already.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I say. “I once set a car on fire.”

      Mindful of our surroundings, a noise in the distance catches my notice.

      “That’s it? You set a car on fire?”

      Her flat tone tells me she’s about to call me crazy.

      “Aye,” I say, folding my arms across my chest as I turn my attention back to her.

      I wait for it. I know it’s coming.

      She doesn’t disappoint. “Why?”

      It ain’t a conversation until Shade asks me ‘why’. “Does it matter?”

      “Yeah. It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Why not? Am I not someone who has exhibited behavior that would suggest me capable of setting a car on fire?”

      “Yeah,” she says, exaggerating the length of the word as she stares at me.

      “Then it makes sense that I would set a car on fire.”

      “Are you saying this just so I’ll stop talking to you?”

      “Will it work?”

      She contemplates that for a second. I mean, really thinks about it. Most people would do that split second decision of 'do I want to keep talking or not'. But for Shade, it’s more along the lines of 'do I want to put up with this man confusing me or not'.

      Shade’s logic always wins.

      “Yeah, I think we can be silent now,” she says.

      I nod.

      And silent we are for the next fifteen minutes. Sweat becomes the only function of my body—well, that and checking my watch. Where is he? “I’m going to kill him.”

      “How long do we have to wait before we just do it without him?”

      “We can’t. He’s the front man," I tell her. "If he ain’t here to go in, we have to just call it a bust.”

      “Fuck that.”

      Shade stands all of five-foot-nothing. She ain’t dainty by any means, but if you didn’t know her and just looked at her, you might think she was a polite young woman.

      If you didn’t know her.

      “Those are the rules, Shade.”

      “What the hell is the point of a mission that can be scratched so easily?”

      “That’s the intelligence racket for you. It makes no bloody sense.”

      “How do I get myself on the 'only missions where I kill someone' list?”

      I’m pretty sure that’s the list she’s already the top name on. She scored highest in our class—never missed a target in the shooting range. Because of that, I have it narrowed down that she’s the bulldog on this trip. Ace is the front man. And me? Well, I’m the getaway driver.

      I’ll try not to set this one on fire when we’re done.

      But that’s really beside the point.

      “That the only reason you joined?” I ask.

      She’s mid-pace, fuming, but she stops and asks, “What?”

      “The Seven. Is that why you joined? To kill people?”

      “Do you really want to know or are you going to tell me about a fish in a tree in a few seconds?”

      Aw, Shade has the very best buttons to push—she keeps them all on the surface.

      “I might. I might not. Answer the question and find out.”

      She looks around before turning back to me. “Why did you join?”

      “I’d been kicked out.”

      “Kicked out of what?”

      “A tree with a fish.”

      I keep my face deadpan. It lasts all of two seconds before she takes a swing. I duck, missing a lethal left hook, and stumble a few steps as I laugh.

      “I swear to God, MacNeal…”

      She doesn’t give up, kicking and swinging. I dodge what I can and block the rest with my hands.

      I catch her arm on the next bout and fess up. “I was kicked out of the Royal Academy.”

      She trips forward, and I help keep her steady. “No shit?”

      “No shit.”

      I can see it burning in her eyes. She’s going to ask it. “Why?”

      “Because I lit a car on fire.”

      It’s as good a reason as any. I never really understood the reason I was told, at any rate.

      She’s not sure if I’m telling the truth or not. She has, however, learned from our prior conversation and lets it go. “So you joined the Deadly Seven because you had nowhere else to go?”

      “Aye, well… sort of. I found the employment field lacking in what I wanted to be able to do.”

      “Which was?”

      “Kill people.”

      I don’t sugarcoat it. Ain’t no point, really. We just went through an intense two-year training period where we were taught every possible way to eliminate a life. She just told me she doesn’t like wasting time on these recon missions—she’d rather just be a sniper.

      We’re kindred spirits, Shade and me.

      “Wow. You went dark. Mad props.”

      She holds her hand up for a high five and I clap mine to hers. “Thanks. And now your turn. Why did you join?”

      “Zolkov had great cheekbones.”

      I don’t recall the Comrade being all that attractive, but then again, I have a very specific type. Shade’s never been one to gab about guys. I wonder if she’s being truthful or trying to deflect like I was.

      “Don’t do that,” I say, wagging a finger at her.

      “Do what?”

      “You know what. I told you the truth, now you do the same.”

      “It was either join or go to federal prison.”

      Bloody hell. I knew the girl wasn’t good with authority, but she’s never had the criminal vibe. “What did you do?”

      “Hacked the FBI’s Most Wanted database.”

      “No shit?”

      She shrugs.

      I’m impressed, and I don’t impress easily. I give her a thumb's up.

      “Is it really that easy for you?” she asks.

      We’ve apparently kicked open the floodgates. “What’s that?”

      “Killing.”

      I shrug, leaning against the side of the truck. “Why do you do it?”

      “Because I have to.”

      “Says who? The Council? The Comrade? That good angel on your right shoulder?”

      She rolls her eyes. “I’ve got a talent and there are people in this world who need stopped.”

      Aye, that would be her reason. It’s logical. There’s a bad guy and she’s doing the world a favor.

      Sounds to me like she’s putting herself in the world’s debt.

      “And you?” she asks.

      It ain’t gonna sound right to her. It doesn’t really sound right to me. “I told you. I like it.”

      “That sounds very serial killer of you, MacNeal.”

      “Aye, it does.”

      I don’t have any defense to that. Shade kills because she thinks some people are more deserving of it than others. I do what I do to solve problems and problems are usually easiest to solve by ending lives—also I get off on it. She fights for a greater good. Me?

      I’d probably even kill Shade if it solved the problem.

      “I’m calling it,” she says.

      I check my watch again. Ace is over an hour late. By now, the meeting has fallen under and whatever prep went into setting this up has gone to waste. We’ll scratch the escape plan and ditch him, so he’ll be on his own getting home.

      “Aye, hop in.”

      She walks around and climbs in the passenger side of the truck while I get in behind the wheel.

      She checks her gun for the umpteenth time since we parked. “I can’t believe he didn’t show up.”

      “You know Ace,” I say.

      “What about me?”

      I jump, and Shade spins around with her gun aimed. And there the dickhead sits—Ace. He’s in the back of the truck, his face shoved in the small viewing square.

      “Where the bloody hell did you come from?”

      “Ah, that's not exactly clear," he says. "Most I can remember is somewhere in Gaza, but my fake ID says I’m from Dubai.”

      “You’re gonna die in Africa,” Shade says, keeping her gun pointed at his face.

      “Where have you been?” I ask.

      “Well, I started off the day arriving in Djibouti,” he says, butchering the pronunciation of the word to sound like 'your booty'. “And then I had some breakfast… in Djibouti. Then I went to the meeting and considered returning to Djibouti, but then I remembered I needed to be miles and miles from Djibouti.”

      Ain’t no one in this truck confused at who he’s aiming all the booty talk at, but just in case, he winks at me when he finishes.

      Shade turns to me and says, “I still have the sexual harassment pamphlet if you want to follow through on writing him up.”

      “Whoa, there's nothing sexual going on, Pineapple," Ace says. "I was simply talking about one of Africa’s great countries…” He makes sure I’m looking at him when he says, “Djibouti.”

      I ignore them both, returning to my original question. “Where have you been, Ace?”

      Ace adopts an innocent look. “Right here.”

      “Don’t lie, dickhead,” I say. “We’ve been here for two hours.”

      “I know, and I’ve been kicking back in here for the last half of it. You guys really have to work on your securing the perimeter techniques.”

      “There’s nothing but fucking sand for miles around in the perimeter,” Shade says—still aiming her gun at him.

      “Shade,” I say. "Might want to lower the gun."

      “Not until he shows us the—”

      Ace holds a package up in the viewing square and shuts her up.

      “How the fuck did you do that?” she asks.

      “Trade secret,” Ace replies.

      Un-fucking-believable.

      “Aye, right… well, that’s that, then.”

      “Yeah, we really should get going," Ace says. "You guys are so late with delivery.”

      “I really don’t have a problem with shooting you,” Shade tells him as I start up the engine.

      “Calm down, Pineapple,” he says. “I wouldn’t have let you wait much longer.”

      “This, Shade,” I say, nodding my head back towards Ace. “This is why I like killing.”

      The truck makes a bloody mess of a sound as I drive. Shade's laugh is so loud I can hear it.

      “Who are we killing?” Ace asks.

      “Nobody,” Shade answers. “Claymore and I were talking about how we rationalize killing.”

      “And the answers were?” Ace asks.

      “To get rid of bad guys,” Shade says.

      I decline to offer my answer.

      “Huh,” Ace says. “Interesting.”

      “Why do you do it?” I ask.

      “To pick up chicks.”

      “Girls aren’t impressed by homicide,” Shade says. “And if they are, you really should give them some space.”

      “Pshhh, you don’t have to actually kill to impress the girls. You just gotta be the guy with the vibe.”

      “Oh yeah,” Shade says. “Girls do like vibes.”

      I add, “Guys like vibes, too.”

      That gets me an odd look from her.

      “You guys are so inappropriate,” Ace says. “Maybe I should look at that pamphlet.”

      He and Shade go at it some more. Every now and then, I laugh or toss out a comment, but I ain’t involved in so much. I wonder if Shade took me seriously or if she figured it was a joke—me liking killing. She’s the first person I’ve ever confessed it to, and she didn’t flat out call me insane. She didn’t act scared, either. But then again, Shade has that vibe herself.

      I ain’t really had friends like this before.

      My mates in Stirling needed me to be normal. They wanted me to be like them. They wouldn’t have been able to joke around with me after seeing the monster that lives inside my skin.

      Not a day goes by that I don’t recall the terror in Bret’s eyes the night he saw me kill Isla.
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      “YA ne zabochus’.”

      That’s the first thing I hear when I wake. I’m still in the chair, facing the window. Still half-naked, too. The gun is in my lap and my neck is stiff as fuck.

      “YA ne zabochus’,” Marko says again.

      I don’t care.

      He’s in the toilet with the door shut and doing very little to keep his voice low. I don’t have to guess who he’s speaking to. He only defaults to Russian for one person.

      His father.

      I understand pretty much every word. He keeps repeating how much he doesn’t care and occasionally tosses in an “I told you I have things to do.” I wonder what it’s about, but I equally don’t want to know.

      We’re already sharing entirely too much these days.

      “Eto boleye vazhno.”

      This is more important.

      That anxious feeling I had all night is back with a vengeance. Marko has responsibilities to get back to—a life he’s neglecting. I knew he was desperate to avoid becoming his father, but this is taking it to the extreme. Being here with me isn't more important than his entire future.

      “Khorosho. S menya khvatit.”

      He quits.

      Bollocks.

      I’m on my feet, all but pressing my ear to the door to eavesdrop when he says, “YA khochu byt’ tem, kem ya ne yavlyayus, kem vy khotite, chtoby ya.”

      I want to be who I am, not who you want me to be.

      Bloody hell.

      I’m of two minds. I want to break down the door and slap his back—congratulate him for finally telling them to shove it. I’m proud of him. But that’s the smaller part of my mind. The bigger part is having a stroke over this. He’s quitting his future—his entire way of life. And for what? For this? For me? Nothing good can ever come from that decision. He’s jumping ship like he expects me to catch him. I can’t do that. I can’t be that for him.

      A million different scenarios play out in my mind, and all of them lead to the same place—me doing something eventually to break Marko’s heart. Or worse, doing something that kills him.

      I’m staring off into the oblivion of potential outcomes when the door flies open. Marko’s face is in front of me. He’s having a breakdown, equal parts anxiety and rage reflecting on his face. I know that look. It’s the look I had the day I joined the Deadly Seven, the look that says, 'I might have just fucked everything up, but I did it on my terms.' It’s oddly comforting that I’m not the only one having a stroke over this.

      “Coogan, we have to talk.”

      We don’t.

      I can’t.

      I’m all talked out. He’s going to want me to help hold him up, when I’m not entirely sure how I’ve stayed afloat myself for so long. Furthermore, he’s making this shit too real. There’s no deeper pit inside of me that he can access. All that Marko has ever needed to know about me, he knows.

      “No, we don’t.” I shove past him, heading for the shower. "I can't do this right now."

      I’ve got too much on my plate today. I ain’t got time to deal with Marko’s liberation.

      “Look, I know you heard all of that.”

      I didn’t hear all of it, but I heard enough to know this conversation needs to end before it even begins. “That’s your business, Marko, not mine.”

      I fiddle with the knobs, getting the water good and hot.

      He’s not backing down. “Please turn around and talk to me. I need you.”

      I need you.

      Those three bloody words are the reason he's in this mess—the reason he’s here in Stirling, filling his pretty head with delusions of a future.

      “What do you need me to say? You sounded like you had it all figured out. You can do it now, you know… go off and buy your fancy nightclub, be the biggest queer in town, follow your dreams.”

      “That’s not helping,” he says, plopping his rear end on the floor. “Yebat’. What have a done?”

      I head back into the room to grab fresh clothes from the bag. I’m down to either the black clothes I should wear tonight to the wake or putting back on the blue jeans I wore into town. I grab the jeans and a fresh shirt, stalling when I hear something heavy hit the bottom of the bag. I fish around, finding a pair of metal handcuffs.

      I don’t even remember packing those.

      When I step back into the toilet, Marko's still just sitting there, staring off into space and mumbling yebat’ under his breath.

      There’s this thing about Marko. He’s tough and he’s confident, but he’s just a lad. I don’t mean that in a Peter Pan sort of way. I mean there’s a part of Marko that doesn’t know who the other part of him is, a part of him that’s ignorant of what anyone might find desirable about him. It’s what drew me to him from the start and what brings me back to him, again and again.

      He looks up to me then, pleading, “I need you.” He means it—he’s all fear and innocence, looking to me to help him get through it. He who has seen the monster inside of me that I try so hard to hide from everyone else, he trusts me to let it out because he needs it just as much as I do.

      Who am I to deny him that?

      Sighing, I push aside everything else, locking the world safely outside the door. Maybe my own anxiety needs this too—maybe the world is off kilter because I’ve been denying myself too. Going back to the room again, I retrieve the handcuffs and a tube of lube.

      “On your knees,” I say as I return.

      There’s a second where Marko stares at me like I’m speaking another language before he seems to remember this is our native tongue. When he says he needs me, I know this is what he means.

      He moves into position.

      Already I can tell he’s calming down, the tension visibly easing from his body.

      Aye, this is all that makes sense.

      I step closer to him, and he bows his head out of respect. That does something to me every time I see him do it, a power surging inside of me that I can’t describe.

      Mentally, I’m planning out what to do, making a note of everything I have to work with here. I reach up and test the shower rod. It’s not one of those cheap spring-loaded ones that are in most hotels these days. It’s porcelain and affixed to the wall—solid. I lean heavily against it, and it doesn’t budge.

      Good. I don’t plan on playing gentle.

      He’s already naked—didn’t even bother to put clothes on to talk to his father, it seems. I like that. Makes things efficient.

      I walk around behind him and put my foot between his shoulder blades. “Lean forward on all fours.”

      He does it eagerly.

      He’s so calm, so still—on the outside, at least. I’ve done this with Marko enough to know inside a tornado is stirring. He’s consumed with anticipation—excited. More than that, though, he’s feeling guilty and pretty worthless right now. He just stood up for himself to the man who has made him feel like a pathetic waste of space all of his life. He wants reminded of his place in the world.

      “You think you’re a big man, do you?”

      He remains silent.

      Good.

      “Aye, a big man with a big dick,” I say, reaching down to stroke him. He hardens in my hand. “Is this bigger than your daddy’s?” I squeeze tighter on the next pass. “Is this the biggest dick in town?”

      He doesn’t say a word, doesn’t make a sound.

      He’s such a good lad.

      I let go, bringing my hand around to his ass and dip my middle finger in.

      “Who does this belong to? Speak.”

      “You,” he says—damn near moans.

      I’m gone then, removing my finger, and am back on my feet, pacing. I watch him. He keeps his breathing even, his eyes focused on a spot on the floor. He’s the perfect picture of submission, but even he can’t keep it all hidden. His fingertips start to claw against the tile floor. His pulse thumps in his throat.

      “You’re a pathetic slut,” I say. “You know that, don’t you?”

      He’s silent.

      “Speak.”

      “Da.”

      “You think you’ve got control over your life, but you don’t, do you? Speak.”

      “No.”

      “Who has all the control?”

      He leans forward slightly but doesn’t respond.

      I squat down, cup his chin with my hand, and lift his face up. His stare is intense with reverence. His lips part, silently begging for me to tell him to speak, but I don’t have to. I don't need his answer. We both know who’s in control.

      I stand, taking a step back to give him space. "Stand."

      Marko keeps his eyes downcast as he gets to his feet.

      “Look at me.”

      He does.

      I hold out the handcuffs. “I’m going to chain you up, and I’m going to remind you who has the biggest dick in town now.”

      I pause then, waiting for him to tell me to stop, to say he's not going to play this game, but he doesn’t. He’s damn good, almost keeping all reaction from his face, but the sight of the handcuffs cracks his expression. He smiles.

      I backhand his cheek. “Did I tell you to be happy?”

      His eyes flicker to the ground, the smile wiped away.

      “Speak.”

      “No.”

      “Your smiles are mine. Your face is mine. Your emotions and thoughts, and every other piece of you, is all mine.”

      He lets out a shaky breath.

      Fuck me if my skin ain’t vibrating as he does. From the top of my head down, I feel the rush flow.

      My hand settles around his throat, my thumb pressing against his Adam’s apple.

      It’d be so easy. Just squeeze.

      Get back to work, Coogan.

      “Step into the shower, facing away from me with your arms up.”

      Although the rod is sturdy, the set up isn’t ideal. The shower lacks in space. Rather than try to fit in, I work with what we have. I test the water with my hand, adjusting out the heat so it’s not too hot, not too cold. Goldilocks would approve.

      I don’t.

      I dial down the heat till there’s no warmth left in the stream. The spray is pretty strong and wide, hitting both Marko’s side and part of his front. He tenses as the temperature shifts. I don’t let the water touch me. I imagine it’s ball-shriveling cold. However, it doesn’t seem to have any effect on his dick. He’s so bloody hard he’s bobbing each time he moves.

      I let him stand there for a minute and then another. Anticipating.

      Leaning against the counter a few feet away from him, I watch.

      We’ve done this for years. In the beginning, I had no clue what I was getting into. I love rough sex—with a spank or a slap or a bit of spilled blood, but after what happened with Roger, I didn't even consider doing it anymore. Something snapped in me the night I met Marko, though—a violent dog I’d always tried to keep on a tight leash. I was a desperate, hungry beast back then, and he was a spoiled brat in need of some discipline. The lad only survived because he refused to give up.

      A lot of people don’t understand this. They think it’s all about fantasies of torture, but it’s not. Aye, I like inflicting pain. I’ll stab a man any day of the week. But this? This toys with the senses, pushing pleasure just a tad past comfort. It’s that sensation so exquisite it stings. It’s that shallow breath when your heart is racing and your body’s throbbing and all you want is a full, deep breath.

      Pain feels good.

      I know Marko’s likes. I know his limits. I know exactly the pattern in which his skin will flush and which pores will sweat first. Right here, right now, I’m an artist, and he is my greatest masterpiece.

      Expectation makes him bold, though. He easily tolerates the freeze. I’ve come to determine that he goes into some deep recess of his mind where he numbs himself to everything, much like what I do to keep from blowing it all on the first touch.

      My fingers strum against the ceramic counter.

      And I wait.

      And wait.

      And wait.

      He’s so disciplined—so well trained. I haven’t told him to react, haven’t told him he can shiver or shake. His skin hasn’t been given permission to pebble. He’s not allowed to feel cold.

      I know how to read people.

      I know how to read Marko.

      He’s going to hold out as long as he can, but in the end, he’ll beg me to let him feel it.

      I love that—love breaking him.

      Two minutes. Five. Ten.

      A bloody century seems to pass.

      It starts with his jaw, the smallest little unconscious tick. His muscles can only remain still for so long. I narrow in on that tick and wonder what it’s telling me. What’s going on inside his body?

      I have a theory that Hell isn’t covered in flames, but ice. No, not even ice. Hell is just an empty wasteland with no visual indication of temperature. But it’s cold, so damn frigid that everything slows down and aches.

      I imagine that’s what he’s feeling now. His muscles are aching, screaming for warmth. His blood is slowing. His breaths speeding in an attempt to force heat into his veins.

      He’s ready.

      I walk over to him, slowly, letting my footsteps echo in the small space. “Good lad,” I say, running my fingers through his hair.

      I tighten my hand into a fist, tugging his head back.

      The rod is only a few centimeters above his head, but even holding your arms a tad above your shoulders can be exhausting. You wouldn’t know it to see him, though. There’s no slack in his arms. He doesn’t expect the handcuffs to do all the work. His fingers are wrapped around the ends of the restraints, his hold so strong I can see the veins in his arms.

      I let go of his hair, and my hand roams down from his scalp, along the back of his neck and over his right shoulder.

      He’s perfect.

      “Do you want to shiver?” I ask, pressing an open-mouthed kiss to his bicep.

      He remains as still as a statue.

      “Do you want to scream?”

      Another kiss on the other bicep.

      “Do you want me to make it stop?”

      My arms slide around his middle as my chest rests against his back. His skin is icy, almost clammy beneath my fingertips. I trace the lines of his abs all the way down.

      Maybe this water really is going to shrivel his bollocks.

      I massage them, resting my chin on his shoulder.

      “I could do this all night. Freeze every last nerve in your body.”

      Fuck, I can’t explain the rush I feel then. It’s not unlike the only time I took ecstasy. The more I talk, the more I touch him, the higher I fly.

      I slide my hands up, arms under his as I wrap my fingers around his throat again.

      I’m still bloody talking. I can’t stop. My mouth is spilling secrets I know will set him even further over the edge. “I could kill you, squeeze every last breath from your lungs.”

      There’s that tick in his jaw again.

      I bite his jaw hard enough to leave a mark.

      “Is that what you want?”

      I tighten my hold, thrilled as another wave washes over me. Marko loves asphyxiation. It’s risky, damn near deadly if I don’t do it right. Guess, I get off on that myself, knowing I’m the one in total control. It’s not like choking the air from his lungs. I restrict the blood that gets to his brain, pressing the exact spots on his neck with just the right amount of pressure. I count five seconds, ten. Too long and his brain can start to shut down and die. He doesn’t fight it, doesn’t struggle—he doesn’t even feel any pain. He’s calm and breathes normal, floating high.  I hold on one more second. He knows the risk. He could buckle and warn me to stop. He doesn’t say a thing. He trusts me to stop before he dies.

      He’s not going to break so easily.

      I’ve trained him well.

      I’m gone then, heading back into the room. I ransack his things, digging through his pockets until I find what’s left of his powder.

      'You’re my favorite drug,' he once told me. 'Nothing is as good as you.'

      I dab a bit of coke along my right index finger as I step next to him. It’s bonkers—some shit John would have done to me when we were mates. I shouldn’t tempt him like this. It crosses a line.

      But I want him to give in. I want him admit I’m stronger. I want to break him.

      Anyways, he knows the word that will make me stop. If I’m pushing him too far, all he has to do is open his mouth.

      His eyes are closed, concentration keeping every last inch of him taut.

      “Open your eyes,” I command.

      He does.

      My hand is less than half a meter in front of him. An offering to a god. “I brought you a gift.”

      Marko tries so bloody hard to look unaffected. I can see the way his pupils grow wider, can all but hear him sigh deep down inside. He doesn’t think this is too much. It’s exactly what he craves. More and more and more…

      I position my hand closer to his face and help him snort the drug, caressing his hair as he tries to pretend his body isn’t overloading from all I’m doing to him. I imagine it flowing into his system and waking him up. His hold around the handcuffs tightens as his muscles flex and shift.

      Bloody hell, I love him like this.

      “Come on, slut,” I say, cupping his ass and slipping my fingers between the cheeks. “You’re not that tough.”

      He is, actually. The drug didn’t do anything to break him down. It boosts him up and makes him stronger. It also makes him so damn randy he’s most likely aching.

      I don’t play fair.

      I kneel down behind him, spreading him, and run my tongue around his entrance. I can hear it—the moan he holds back. I dip my tongue in and I feel it—the breath he wants to catch. I lick and twist my tongue inside of him. Tease him. Prep him.

      “I’m going to fuck you,” I say, standing. “If you move, I’ll stop.” I unzip my pants and remove my hard dick, stroking myself. “If you make a sound, I’ll stop.” I tear open a condom with my teeth, rolling it on. “Any reaction from you at all and I’ll pull out and leave.”

      He’s a statue. A perfect statue.

      I dab some lube on my finger, prepping him again—reaching deep enough to make him moan, but he doesn't make a sound.

      He’s so good.

      I grab my dick in one hand, lining myself up, and wrap the other around his throat. One thrust, hard and deep. I squeeze his throat as I plunge in, relaxing as I pull out. I do it again. And again.

      No sound.

      No movement.

      I imagine myself in his body and feel pleasure rippling down my spine. It’s maddening, how still he can be when feeling something like that. It has to hurt.

      The cold from water invades the air. How is he not shaking from the chill?

      I thrust in again—slow, agonizingly so. I flick my thumb over his pulse point.

      You want to break, boy. For me. Just knowing that has me ready to come.

      His skin grows colder. He’s in pain. He has to be.

      That thought shouldn't thrill me, but it does.

      That’s right. Let me torture you.

      “Do you want to move?” I ask. “Does it hurt?”

      I reach around and tug on his dick. He’s still hard, nearly frozen stiff. I imagine my touch doesn’t feel all that good on it. More like needles stabbing him in the most sensitive of places.

      Even so, his jaw clenches so subtly.

      But he still doesn’t move. He doesn’t make a sound.

      I don’t know who’s winning this game right now, but it doesn't really matter. It doesn't get any better than this.

      I pull out, reaching forward and turn off the water before grabbing the key to the handcuffs to unlock him. He doesn’t let gravity pull his arms down. He waits for me to move him instead.

      I plant a kiss to his shoulder and command, “Walk to the counter and brace yourself.”

      His legs are stiff, his whole body jerky as he makes his way to the counter. Those gorgeous elbows of his all but hiss as red bleeds into the paleness of his skin and flashes up his arms.

      It’s like watching life flow back into something. Seeing sensation revive what was numb.

      I shove his shoulders, forcing him further forward as I realign myself to his entrance. “I’m going to fuck you again and I want you to move.” I slap his ass. “You hear me, slut? I want you to moan.” He moans. “I want you to breathe.” He lets out a shuddering breath. “And I want you to move.”

      I shove in again and this time he spreads his legs, leaning down to take all of me. His inner muscles clench and pull me in deeper. His hands grasp the sides of the counter. His back rises and falls, his breathing labored.

      Beautiful.

      I get lost in his sights and sounds, taking cues from his body as to what pace I should set. I start slow and speed up when he whimpers for more only to slow back down when I feel him too close to the edge. I want this to last, want it to linger like an ache that just won’t quit.

      “Yebat’. Just kill me, Coogan.”

      He doesn’t mean that. He wants to live. He’s all wound up and wants to come, and he’s begging me to let him.

      But he chose the right damn words.

      That ticking from the other night starts up again.

      I thrust in.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      I pull out.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      Marko groans and claws at the tile beneath him.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      I run my hands down his spine. He’s got a scar on his lower back from a gunshot wound several months back and few other marks here and there. Nothing too bad—nothing to mar how gorgeous his body is. His flesh is untouched—no ink, no pledge to some lost cause.

      'Why am I doing this?'

      “Because we like it,” Marko says.

      I’m caught off guard by his response. I didn’t think I said that out loud. But also… the answer is wrong. No, it’s different.

      'Because I need to be punished.'

      That was what Roger used to tell me. I did this because he needed to be punished.

      But that’s not how it is with Marko.

      We like it. Aye. We love it.

      I pound into him, reaching around to stroke his dick. “You want me to kill you, slut? Would that make dealing your mommy and daddy easier? Me just ending it all for you?”

      He moans, arching back into me. “Da. End me now.”

      As he wishes.

      Three more thrusts and I pull out, letting go over him to remove the condom and beat my own dick. It doesn’t take much. He’s hurt—I see it the second he realizes I’m not going to let him come. And that last bit of pain sets off a chain reaction in me. Pleasure flows down my spine as I come, shooting all over his back.

      He might not be inked, but he sure as shit has been marked.

      He’s mine.

      I stroke myself until the ecstasy fades. Then I tuck my dick back in my pants and run my fingers through his hair, saying, “Remember this the next time you want to prove you’ve got a big dick. Mine’s always bigger.”

      I shove his head down and I walk out.

      He takes a moment, or ten. I forgo a shower after all of that and just change clothes right then and there. Clarity is seeping into my brain. Marko’s not the only one who gains perspective from these moments. I need to grab some provisions and then I need to get to work.

      “Stay in the room,” I say as Marko finally exits the toilet.

      He grabs the duffel bag. “Where are you going?”

      “Don’t worry about it. Just stay here and take a shower or something. Don’t answer the door.”

      “You still can’t trust me? Even after all of that?”

      He nods to the toilet. Perhaps it makes a dick, but I can’t get into this with him right now. I trust him, aye. I trust Marko on a personal level, but when it comes to this—his safety, my job, my past—I can’t do it.

      I walk back into the toilet, knowing he’ll follow. He drops the bag on the floor next to the shower, looking ready to give me a piece of his mind. I don’t give him the chance, smashing my lips to his.

      He’s still all worked up and aching, and I use that to move him over to the toilet, forcing him down and distracting him as I grab the handcuffs and lock his arm to the pipe behind it.

      “What the…yebat’!" He tries to pull his arm free. "What are you doing, Coogan?”

      “Keeping you safe,” I say, planting another hard kiss to his lips. “I’ll be right back.”

      “You’re a bastard!” he shouts.

      Can’t argue with that. I’m a right horrible git.

      And for some reason, he puts up with it.
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      “Okay,” Marko says. “I have another one.”

      I know I’m going to regret this. “Aye?”

      “If you worked in a bakery, would that make you a ginger bread man?”

      He’s driving and keeps looking over at me like he’s just certain I’m going to laugh at one of these puns eventually.

      I don’t. “You’re an idiot.”

      “You’re laughing deep down, Coogan. I know you are. That one was hilarious.”

      “If you say so.”

      We’ve been seeing each other for three years now. He knows I can’t stand ginger jokes. Thankfully, he’s distracted from telling another as he pulls into a business district somewhere in Manhattan. He’s told me more than once that he knows where we’re going. The way he’s staring at the rundown buildings around us isn’t inspiring my trust in his words.

      “Ah, here it is,” he says, parking the rental car along the curb.

      “Where are we?” I ask as we climb out of the car.

      “Close your eyes.”

      I give Marko a look that warns I don’t like surprises as I say, “I’d rather not.”

      He pouts. I really wish I didn’t want to bite his lip when he pouts. “Please?”

      I’m going to regret this. “Fine.”

      I close my eyes and the idiot runs me into no less than three walls as he leads me through the car park. “If you wanted to play rough, you could have just asked.”

      That amuses him. He pushes me through a doorway, and I feel as though the ground isn’t quite steady under me. After a second, I feel us start to move.

      A lift—we’re heading up.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “You really don’t get the point of a surprise, do you?”

      “Marko, if something jumps out at me…”

      “Da, you can beat me black and blue.”

      “That’s not a good punishment. You would enjoy that.”

      “Da. I would.”

      The elevator stops and I hear a lot of commotion with the doors opening. Marko grabs my hand and leads me forward. “Okay, open your eyes.”

      I don’t want to say I’m underwhelmed, but I’m missing the revelation. We’re standing in an open space—an industrial, abandoned space, no doubt once used for a company office or a machine shop. The walls are lined with giant windows, and every so often, a cement beam is planted between the ceiling and floor.

      “You hate it,” he says.

      “I don’t know what it is.”

      “It’s ours.”

      Ours. I don’t know why but I’m suddenly sick to my stomach. “What do you mean it’s ours?”

      His excitement deflates with a heavy sigh. “You remember last month?”

      “Aye.”

      “We talked about how it would be nice to not have to wait until there was a function somewhere just for us to see each other.”

      “Aye.”

      I’ve aggravated him, and I don’t even know how or why.

      “Well?" He stares at me. "What do you think?”

      What do I think? I think we've have fun together. I like taking bodyguard assignments for him. I’ve gone out of my way a time or two to find him even without a mission. But I don’t know what this means.

      I run back through the conversation he’s referring to. We had talked about how he can’t even be out in Russia. He lamented about wanting to find a real home…

      Oh, bloody hell.

      “This is ours?” I ask, finally understanding the gesture.

      The lad went off and bought us an apartment. In the middle of SoHo. In a building I’m quite certain should really be condemned.

      “You hate it.”

      Honestly, I don’t know how to feel. I haven’t shared anything with anyone my entire life—at least, not to this degree. “Marko—”

      I’ve never seen him look as crushed as he does right now. “It’s okay. It was stupid. Yebat’, I feel like an idiot. Just… forget it.”

      He’s shoving me towards the lift, and I grab his wrists to stop him. “You don’t understand.”

      “Da, I do. It’s too much. We agreed this is just for fun—”

      “I like it,” I say, clapping a hand over his mouth. He says something that’s muffled by my hand, and I nod. “Aye, I like it.”

      He tugs on my arm so I drop my hand. “Really?”

      I look around, seeing the potential of what we could build here.

      Something stirs in me at the thought, something that I thought died ages ago,

      “Aye, I was caught off guard is all, but I think… we could make this place ours.”

      “We could make it a home,” he says, wrapping his arms around my waist.

      Home. What do either of us know about that?

      “Just don’t go expecting a ring or anything like that,” I warn.

      “Not even matching cock rings?”

      He laughs, slapping my rear end before running into the center of the room. His giddiness does things to me, things that make me want to christen this new place of ours.

      His smile is from ear to ear when I approach him. “I did good, da?”

      “Aye, you always do,” I say, claiming his lips with a kiss to show him just how good he did.
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      Humidity.

      The air’s dense and warm when I step outside, like the earth is sweating, and now, so am I. I’m familiar enough with the area to guess where I might find some shops. I need to grab us food and I need to buy a new burner phone.

      Something’s wrong.

      It doesn’t take my years of experience in espionage to guess it. Hell, even the weather is off. I’ve never felt heat like this in the city. Clouds are amassing in the distance. A storm is brewing.

      Bloody perfect.

      I’ve just had the best damn fuck in weeks, maybe even months, so why is it that I’m edgy? I’m still anxious, and my training reminds me that my gut knows more than I. Something’s not right. It could be the Swordsmen or it could be something worse. I don’t know. If it’s the club, I can just stay low, duck into the wake and sneak Marko out of the country before the sun comes up tomorrow morn.

      If it’s something else…

      Tom was going to keep an eye out. That was yesterday before I tried to get Marko out of town. Before I was reminded of the bad blood around here. Before Johnny broke my phone. I need to get a new one and get ahold of Tom.

      Up two blocks and down a few there’s an electronic store of sorts. I don’t know the man working the counter—he’s young. Not as young as Marko, but younger than me. He doesn’t care to find out who I am. Good. He’s smart. I ask for the most basic model burner they have, paying cash.

      It’s still as sticky as a bloody armpit when I step back out. I wish the storm would just get here already. I can feel the charge in the air—thunder and lightning are on the horizon.

      I don’t get a block from the shop before I sense eyes on me. I don’t let on that I notice, don’t even try to do the tricks where I subtly scan my surroundings, looking for threats. I’ve felt the unease since I arrived in town. It came to a head last night. Maybe this is turning out to be my lucky day.

      I walk further away from the hotel. I don’t worry about Marko. He’s chained up so he can’t go anywhere. Of course, on the other hand, that makes him a sitting duck for anyone who breaks in. And I left my gun in the room with the tied up Russian I currently can’t seem to live without.

      Bollocks.

      I might be getting too old for this shit.

      I stop at the first grocer I find, ducking into the store. I don’t look back when I hear the door open a few minutes after I’ve entered. I keep my focus on the food, the shelves, and the security mirrors that line the far corners of the room. It’s not a massive store. It is, however, densely packed. A few shoppers mull about, with two employees stationed at cash registers near the exit. And then there’s me, eyeing every inch like an army of ninjas lies in wait around the tower of paper towels at the end of the aisle.

      Nothing’s out of the ordinary. An elderly woman palms a tomato in front of me. A couple with a baby argues by the icebox. The employees look bored out of their skulls. One other person is in the shop. I can’t get a full view of them in the mirrors. By the height and build, I'd say that it’s a man—a man with blond hair.

      “You gonna buy that, Mack?”

      I turn at the sound of the question, realizing the elderly woman is talking to me. I’ve had my hand wrapped around a cucumber for a solid two minutes now, no doubt looking as confused as a lad the first time he tries to wank.

      “Uh, no,” I say, dropping the vegetable.

      I grab a few items—junk mostly, but all of it things Marko will be more than happy to eat.

      I’m one paranoid son of a bitch when I step to the register to pay. I keep glancing over my shoulder, trying to get a look at the blond lad. I’ve lost track of him. The couple is now near the fruits and the elderly woman is standing off to the side of me, waiting next in line.

      Did he leave? Is he hiding?

      Am I just imaging things?

      The clerk doesn’t try to talk to me. I must have the 'don’t do small talk' look about me today. I need to study myself in the mirror when I get back to the room. It’s a look I need to perfect.

      “That’s not enough,” the clerk says.

      I glance down and realize I’m more than a few short. Bloody hell, I’m going to end up in jail for being out of practice of being in the field.

      I fish for the remaining bills from my pocket and grab my bag, nearly mowing down someone when I turn to leave.

      “Sorry,” I mumble.

      “My mistake for getting in your way.”

      I’m taken aback. It’s the blond man—or blonde woman, rather. She’s my height, nearly as wide as me, too. Her hair, golden as the sun, is trimmed short.

      Bloody hell.

      I’m not just an anxious fucker—now I’m profiling poor unsuspecting women.

      Humidity has given way to wind. The sky has darkened, the temperature dropping drastically when I step back outside.

      I jog to the hotel and up the stairs, hardly surprised in the least to find no one has tailed me. No one is waiting to attack in the hotel room. The smell of weed welcomes me as I near the toilet. Marko’s reclined against the wall, one hand still chained to the pipe while his other holds tight to an almost spent joint.

      He smiles wide when he sees me. “That took forever.”

      I check my watch. I’ve only been gone for twenty minutes. “You’re stoned.”

      “Da.”

      He bobs his head up and down as if he hears some beat I can’t pick up. I unlock him, messaging his wrist, and he grabs the front of my shirt to pull me forward. My balance is screwy, causing me to brace my hands against the tile wall on either side of him so I don’t take us both down. But then my lips touch his, and for a second, I don’t give a shit about whether we’re in danger. I don’t care about what he was talking about on the phone this morning. I get lost in the kiss—lost in the moment. The woodsy scent of his smoke swirls in and out of my lungs, calming me a little. It takes me back to that simpler time when it was just him and me in our own little hidden world.

      That was a good place—a happy moment in my life. Too bad such things can never last for me.

      I pull away eventually. Not because I want to stop kissing him. I’m just tired of standing here against the shower wall. Marko has some unbelievable resilience to put up with it for so long today.

      “Ya lyublyu tebya.”

      I freeze dead in my tracks when I hear him say that. He’s stoned, good and fucking crazy. That’s the only explanation for what he just said.

      I give him a look of shock.

      His eyebrows rise at my expression. “What?”

      “Did you just say you love me?”

      He’s got the last puff of his joint between his lips, and he laughs as he inhales, causing him to fold over in a coughing fit. “Did I?”

      It’s funny—a goddamn bloody joke. That’s all it can be. No one loves me. People love the idea they have of me, but no one knows me enough to ever love me.

      I kick his leg. “Yes, you did, you dick.”

      He laughs and coughs and is all but crying when plops down on the toilet and looks up to me. “I was talking to the weed, Coogan.”

      The roach pinched between his fingers is not much but smoke and ash. He holds it up like it’s the most obvious thing in the room he should be professing love to.

      He busts up again.

      I can tell it’s at my expense. “What?”

      “Your face,” he says. “You really thought I told you I loved you.”

      I should be angry. I should be relieved. I’m still just sitting dead center in the middle of uncertainty.

      Marko shifts that all away with a satisfied grin. He might love pot, but that is all my doing.

      “Aye, well,” I say. “What’s not to love?”
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      Marko eats and decides to finally take a shower, while I take the opportunity to step out into the hall and call Tom.

      He won’t recognize this number so I have to go through a few rounds of security protocols before the line even rings. I’m pacing the length of the hall by the time he answers. “MacNeal?”

      “Aye.”

      “Didn’t think I’d hear from you again so soon.”

      Aye, the last time we spoke he wanted to shove Shade down my throat. “Got any new info about the bomb?”

      “Nah, that secret is being kept deeper than even I can dig.”

      He doesn’t offer the Shade bait again. Good.

      “I have something else I need you to look into,” I tell him.

      “What is it?”

      “I need you to track the most recent activity of The Swordsmen of Stirling.”

      My cheek twitches as I say it. It goes against everything I’ve been taught, everything I believe in. The Swordsmen might have booted me out, but I’m loyal to the end. Speaking their name is no different than pointing a finger at the Deadly Seven.

      It ain’t right.

      But I have a hunch.

      “Swordsmen, huh?” Tom asks. "What's that?"

      I wonder if MacGinty’s ego would take a beating knowing Tom has never heard of his little club.

      “It’s a Scottish… organization.”

      “As in the mob?”

      I look to the ceiling. “Not important. I just need you to tell me what they’ve been up to.”

      “How far back we going?”

      “Let’s start with five years.”

      That seems like a decent amount of time to track any trends of business.

      “Am I looking for anything particular? Do they work in any type of specific business?”

      “Focus on anything big that would probably hit the international news level. And… bombs.”

      “Bombs?”

      A host of memories I don’t want to see ghost in front of me. I really shouldn’t be doing this. “Aye. Track any sort of bombings that might be linked back to the organization.”

      “You thinking they’re in on this?”

      Tom’s too smart for any of our own goods.

      “Just look into it.”

      He says he will and the line goes dead. I stand there for a few minutes after. This is what the nerves are about, I realize. Betrayal starts as an upset stomach and ends with a knife plunged in your back.

      Marko’s dressed and flipping through the three channels on the television as he reclines on the bed when I walk back into the room.

      “What were you doing?” he asks.

      I have the phone in my hand so I make up the easiest lie. “Called for pizza.”

      He hums. “Pizza. Sounds perfect.”

      Perfect. I don’t know that I’d call pizza that. The sight of him in that navy blue suit with the first two buttons undone, his hair slicked back and wet, and his cheeks still rosy from what I imagine was probably a hot shower to help warm him back up from the ice bath this morning… that’s all pretty perfect to me.

      I open my mouth to tell him just that when a knock on the door stalls me.

      “Damn,” Marko says. “That was fast.”

      It was, considering I never ordered a pizza in the first place.

      The knock sounds a second time. It’s not hurried or forceful. Maybe it’s housekeeping. I put the sign out for no disturbance, though.

      “Do me a favor,” I say, working my way around to the chair to retrieve my gun.

      “Oh, da,” Marko says, tossing his wallet on the bed next to him. “Whatever you need.”

      “I don’t need money for a pizza,” I tell him. “I need you to go step into the toilet.”

      His look is incredulous. “What are you planning to do with the pizza man?”

      I roll my eyes, keeping my gun hidden from his notice. “It’s not the pizza man, Marko.”

      I wait half a tick, and he doesn’t budge, so I give up and check the peephole.

      “Bloody hell,” I whisper.

      “I really hope you’re going to tell me there are two pizza guys out there.”

      I give him a look that warns he needs to shut it, and he gives me one right back that says, 'make me.'

      I tuck my gun in my pocket and open the door far enough to lean out. My da stands in the hall as if that’s just where he belongs. I’ve not seen him since he waltzed into MacGinty’s living room—been wondering what happened with that. And he’s looking like nothing happened at all.

      I’m confused but not alarmed. For all that I’ve stressed over being found since we arrived at this hotel, I’m not in the least concerned that my da found us. Douglas MacNeal has a tendency to show up any-damn-where he pleases. I used to think I had magnets in my pockets that always led him straight to wherever I was.

      “Da?” I ask.

      “Son,” he says.

      I daresay he’s unnervingly calm, dressed all in black. He looks to be the bloody Grim Reaper.

      “Something I can do for you?”

      “Aye,” he says. “You can stop leaving without telling your maw goodbye.”

      I nod slowly. “Aye… I’m still here, though.”

      “Aye. And you’ll be showing up at Milligan’s at sundown.”

      I nod again. “Yes, sir.”

      He says nothing else as he turns and walks away.

      I stare at the spot where he stood for a few seconds before closing the door.

      “Where’s the pizza?” Marko asks.

      “That was the Scottish president,” I tell him. “Came to inform me that they simply aren’t making pizza in the whole country anymore.”

      He takes me seriously, a look of complete horror overtaking his face. “Really?”

      No, not really. Scotland doesn’t even have a president, they have a First Minister. He’s more blitzed than I thought.

      I’m dick enough to look stone cold honest. “Aye.”

      “We need to get the fuck out of this country, Coogan.”

      I couldn’t agree more.
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      It’s just another typical day at headquarters. I’ve done my duty, questioning two different bastards that didn’t want to talk to me, and I stop by the front desk to check out for the day.

      “MacNeal!” I turn at the sound of my name, seeing Mandy standing in one of the lifts, holding the door open. “You’re needed up top.”

      That can’t be any good.

      I join her, twirling my knife in the space between us on the ride up to the top floor. I don’t ask her if I’m in trouble. I’ve only been on the job for a couple of months now. Almost long enough to settle into a false sense of comfort. I take this as the opportunity that it is—a chance to remind myself that nothing is permanent and I’m eventually going to bugger something up.

      The bloody lift stops and Mandy motions for me to follow her. She leads me to an empty conference room. “Wait here.”

      I’m alone then with a table and sixteen chairs. I don’t sit. Don’t see the point. I’m going to get booted any second anyway. I plant myself to the side of the table, tossing my knife as I wait.

      It ain’t long before Secretary Williams walks through the door. “MacNeal, I’m glad we caught before you left.”

      He’s an odd man. I haven’t quite figured him out. He’s powerful and respectable, but he’s kind. In his eyes right now, I see a sorrow and an understanding that makes me almost regret whatever I’ve done that’s led to this.

      I tuck my knife away and shake his hand when he offers it. It’s a solid grip he has. “Aye, sir.”

      “Have a seat, please.”

      “If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to just stand, sir.”

      He eyes the seats and nods, opting to stand as well.

      Damn if that doesn’t put me on edge. A man like Secretary Williams doesn’t let someone like me call the shots in any situation. What the bloody hell is going on?

      “How are things?” he asks.

      How are things? What things might he be referring to? How goes my track record? How goes my inability to make any friends around the office? How goes my continuous need to change hotels here in Frankfurt?

      “Fine,” I say.

      “It’s been what? Five months since you graduated?”

      “Three, sir.”

      That seems to surprise him for some reason. “Only three?”

      No, it wasn’t surprise. I hear something else in his voice. He’s impressed.

      “Aye, sir.”

      “Have you been on any missions? Outside of your daily interrogations, of course.”

      Of course. I’m the only member of the team who’s tethered to home office by way of my main skill. The rest are all exemplary field agents already. “Only one assignment, sir.”

      He thinks for half a tick and says, “Ah, yes, the shadow detail with the Hungarian ambassador.”

      He hadn’t thought that was a real mission, it seems. I can’t say I blame him. It wasn’t. Mall cops shadow people. It ain’t the most impressive track record.

      My ego takes my foot and shoves it all the way down my throat. “I, uh… had hoped to take on more missions, sir. I don’t know that my work so far as reflected every aspect of my usefulness—”

      “Usefulness.”

      Someone interrupts my rambling. Minister Pimbridge, my Council member, joins us. Unlike the secretary, he doesn’t move to shake my hand, sitting at the head of the table.

      He ain’t ever been a difficult man for me to riddle out.

      “I thought I told you when you recruited what your usefulness is, Agent MacNeal.”

      Oh, aye, he had. I recall that day very clearly. Two years ago, right in this very building. I’d been brought in by General Zolkov and told to talk to Minister Pimbridge. The first thing the man ever said to me was that he should have me put in prison for the rest of my life.

      He knew about my past—knew about the ink on my back.

      And because of that, he knew all he believed he needed to know about me.

      I ain’t gonna say I joined this team because I feared a prison cell, but I was essentially told it was my only shot at freedom after the things I'd done.

      I settle my focus on the minister, trying like hell to ignore the secretary’s stare. The man’s all but daring me to smart back to Pimbridge, but I ain’t interested in doing so.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Pimbridge says

      So I was right. This is my farewell. I blink and look away from both men, staring at the door.

      “Yes,” Secretary Williams says. “I suppose we should.”

      He joins Pimbridge at the table and takes the seat to his right. I stay where I am.

      “Agent MacNeal,” Pimbridge says, “You were recruited two years, three months, and six days ago into the covert operation known only as The Deadly Seven Strike Force. Upon completion of your training, you were granted the title Level I Agent.”

      My right hand twitches. I ache to take my knife out and toss it around. Wouldn’t be proper. Might even send the wrong impression.

      Pimbridge continues. “Over the past three months of active duty, you have completed one field assignment and conducted over sixty successful interrogations.”

      “Sixty?” Secretary Williams echoes.

      It’s a pitiful number, I think. I’ve actually conducted nearly twice that many, but only half have been considered successful. I can’t argue that cutting me loose is likely their only option. I do wonder, though, if cutting me loose means I lose my freedom, after all.

      “How old are you, MacNeal?” Secretary William asks.

      That question catches me off guard, and it takes me a second to get my wits about me. I clear my throat and think about it. “Twenty-two, sir.”

      “Amazing.”

      I look to him and find he’s staring at me through his glasses, a look of wonder in his eyes. I don’t know what to make of it. Amazing?

      “Yes,” Pimbridge says, who isn't looking at me. He’s reading over some piece of paper he’s laid on the conference table. He taps the end of his pen against it as he presses on. “As such, you are being accorded the recommendation for a secondary title—Head Interrogation Specialist for the Council.”

      It’s a bloody mouthful and complete wank. What the hell do I need with a title like that?

      Does this mean I'm not being fired?

      “I, Minister Edward B. Pimbridge, do hereby nominated MacNeal, Coogan, Level I Agent, for this new title and all duties that it requires thereof.”

      “I second this nomination,” Secretary Williams says with a smile.

      “Then by the power vested in me as the overseeing Council member for Agent MacNeal, I do bestow this new title upon him.”

      I’m dumbfounded and no doubt my face shows it. “Uh… thanks?”

      Secretary Williams is on his feet, offering his hand to shake again before slapping my shoulder. “Congratulations. You deserve it.”

      I deserve it? I’m operating at a fifty percent success rate and I deserve a promotion?

      “Of course,” Pimbridge says, “this means you’ll have less opportunity for field assignments. You’re far too necessary for operations here to be wasted out there.”

      What did he just say now? So I am being screwed over, after all. Only instead of being dismissed, I’m being caged.

      “Oh, we’ll still find plenty for you to handle outside,” Secretary Williams assures me as if he can read my mind. “Can’t have you getting bored, can we?”

      I try to laugh, but it comes out as an awkward gurgle of noise.

      “Will that be all?” Pimbridge says, tucking the paper away and moving to stand next to the door.

      Secretary Williams nods, releasing him to go about doing whatever is more important than wasting time on me. The secretary tells me again how happy he is for me—tells me he’s proud.

      I’m uncomfortable with the entire exchange.

      It’s minutes later, maybe an hour or so, when I’m finally able to leave. I find myself back in my hotel room with a phone pressed against my ear. I’ve dialed all but last number and I can’t bring myself to push it.

      It’s an odd sort of thing—validation. By all accounts, I just received the biggest boost my confidence has gotten since General Zolkov waltzed up to me in a pub and offered me a spot in the Deadly Seven. I’m apparently damn good at what I do.

      So why am I set up to call my da?

      He’ll knock me down a peg or two and remind me that crawling forward doesn’t mean I’ve made any ground. That’s why.

      I push the button and glance at the alarm clock on the bedside table. He should just about being getting home from his rounds for the day. Maw will be getting supper ready while my sisters helped with chores in the kitchen.

      I shouldn’t be interrupting all that.

      “MacNeal.”

      His voice hasn’t changed at all. Still gruff. Still stern. Three years and I feel like I’m a teenager being woken up in my bed all over again.

      Da. The word is on the tip of my tongue, but I don’t say it. I don’t make any noise at all. I wait not even a minute before hanging up.

      I’m an idiot.

      I shake my head, trying to knock some sense back into it.

      Then the phone rings.

      Bollocks.

      He’s figured out how to trace me and call back. My hand is unsteady as I answer—my voice breaking as I do.

      “Aye?”

      ”Authorization code.”

      It’s not my da. It’s an automated voice dispatched from the Council.

      “Authorization code,” it repeats when I haven’t punched the number in yet.

      I type in 5-1-5.

      “Authorization confirmed. Hold, please, for internal system dispatch.”

      I hold as my heart speeds up a bit. This can’t be good. The internal phone system is a messaging center that can only be accessed by those of us in the Deadly Seven. There’s a click and a beep and then a dial tone. I punch in my code in all over again.

      An automated voice answers, informing me there’s a message.

      I try to swallow and can’t. My mouth’s gone dry. A message. Someone on the team called in.

      Someone on the team is in trouble.

      Bloody hell.

      “Comrade.”

      I feel as though I’ve just been punched in the gut at the sound of the voice. The general, our leader… he’s the one who called in?

      “Mission compromised. No exit. Do not look for me. I repeat. It is too dangerous. Do not look for me.”

      “No,” I say, jumping to my feet. Lot of good that’ll do. The man’s in the middle of fuck all. He’s already been compromised.

      He’s already dead.

      There’s some sort of explosion on the other end of the line. It’s so strong I flinch.

      That’s it. That’s all the message is. I hit another key as soon as the message ends and save it to my personal storage. Hanging up, I wander the length of my room, knife out and spinning in the air. I should report in. I should try to contact the rest of the team. I should… I should…

      I don’t know.

      I don't know what to do.

      I’ve got two damn titles and a few months of experience under my belt, and it all adds up to nothing. I might as well be a wee lad lost in the woods.

      What the bloody hell do I do now?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          20

        

      

    
    
      Thirty-three.

      It’s a mark of good karma—harmony with the universe. Unless you’re in Japan, of course. It’s considered a sign of carrying misfortune there.

      Christ was crucified at thirty-three.

      I don’t know why, out of all the things I learned in Sunday school, that one stuck in my mind.

      I never thought I’d make it to my thirties. People in their thirties were old and mature—boring. I figured I’d jump off a cliff or get shot in the back during my twenty-ninth year and that would be that.

      Now, here I am, thirty-three, damn near thirty-four.

      And Bret died a month shy of his thirty-third birthday.

      Karma. She’s a right cunt.

      We return to the house near dusk. Marko’s got his hand hanging out the side window with a fresh joint half burned away. His other hand is on my thigh, sneaking every so often further into my lap. My nerves are smoothed until we make the last turn towards the house. Maw and Da are dressed for mourning, locking up the front door as we park.

      “What’s going on?” Marko asks, hopping out of the car.

      I stare at him, unable to really form the words. He teased me after I showered and changed into an all black suit, told me I looked like I was going to a funeral.

      My parents have no problem speaking for me, though.

      “We’re heading to a wake,” Da says. “Gani’s best friend died this week.”

      Gani’s best friend. Three miserable words that stab me straight in the heart.

      I see the explanation hit Marko as if a bullet has pierced his side. He tenses and turns slowly to look at me. Two questions are in his eyes—who is your best friend, and why didn’t you tell me they died?

      I shove my hands in my pockets and bite the inside of my cheek. I didn’t ask Marko to come on this trip. He invited himself along. The hotel’s paid up for another two days. He could’ve hung out back there but he insisted on coming so he could see Maw. I didn’t warn him what I was doing. Then again, I don’t owe him any sort of explanation.

      So why do I feel like dog shit for shutting him out?

      The weather’s still shit—thunder rumbling in the distance and wind whipping all about. Maw situates herself between Da and Marko, bracing her arms around both of their waists. I take up the lead, eyeing the streets closely as we make our way to Milligan’s Pub. Most, if not all, of the damn town is making the march. I spot MacGinty’s men throughout the crowd. It’s not an easy sight, but once you’ve carried a weapon you learn quickly how to spot someone else carrying one, too. There are some faces I remember from my days with the Swordsmen, and some young lads I’ve never before met.

      We were young once, too. Bret was still young, as far as I'm concerned. Too young.

      Johnny stands to the right of the entrance, greeting people. Bret has no other surviving relatives but his gran so Johnny’s taking the place of a brother. I wonder if I should feel something about not standing next to him there.

      I know I don't deserve it, though.

      I lost that privilege ages ago.

      Johnny eyes me when we step to the door, but anything he had planned to say is silenced by Maw as she says, “Such a good lad, Johnathan, standing up for Bret like this. I know you’ll figure out who did this to him and bring justice for us all.”

      Justice. That’s a funny word in a place like this. I used to believe in Swordsmen justice. I used to hold my head up high when Maw said the like as she just did to him. But then I spent time outside of this town, out in the world, and I realized there’s no justice in the actions of men like us. There’s just duty and the hope that the one you follow is a better fella than the one you stand against.

      There’s no such thing as a good man with power.

      Johnny mumbles something to her, but I’m already two steps inside the pub and unconcerned with whatever lies he’s peddling. Normally, these things are a party—not as big as a party as the micks across the pond throw at their wakes, but at least there should be some music playing. This room is silent, though, but for an occasional awkward whisper.

      Bloody hell, this is going to be a long night.

      My first instinct is to go straight to the bar, but custom dictates I stop by the coffin and offer a parting gift for Bret, as well as kind words to his gran. It’s not until I’m a few people away from the front of that line that I realize I’m a dick. I was so preoccupied with distracting myself with Marko all afternoon that I forgot to bring something to give to Bret.

      I pat my pockets. I have nothing but my wallet and my gun on me. I don’t think about it. I pull out my weapon and release the clip. A few people near me gasp, but I ignore them. There are more people packing in this room than usually are in the Council headquarters building in Germany. I pop three bullets out as I step up to the coffin. I toss all three in. They clank and bounce among the more thoughtful gifts others brought, rolling to opposite sides from each other as they land.

      I stare into the mostly empty space, imagining the face I saw just a few nights ago.

      “He always leaned to the right,” Gran Edna says, pulling me from my thoughts.

      Her normal riddles seem too straightforward right now. Bret always stayed on my left side as we walked to avoid my twirling knife. He hated that blade, but not as much as he hated the thought of not being by my side. Likewise, Johnny would walk on Bret’s left.

      He always leaned to the right—Bret always favored me.

      “I never wanted this for him,” I say.

      “You’ve never gotten a single thing you want, Gani MacNeal. You get what the raven delivers and you call it your desire.”

      Aye, Gran Edna hasn’t changed a bit.

      I feel a sharp poke in my back and glance to find Da tapping me with his cane. “Don’t delay us getting drunk, boy.”

      I turn back to Gran Edna, unsure exactly what to say. “I—”

      She just waves me away.

      Sighing, I step to the side, tugging Marko away from Maw. The tears have begun, and Da holds her close as she clutches what looks to be a picture frame to her chest. I don’t have to read minds to assume it’s probably the one of the three of us lads from her wall. I know the value of that gift. Those memories in the hall are everything to her. Giving this up to send off with Bret is like cutting a piece of her own flesh out.

      That, I feel in my heart. It’s a hurt I don’t know how to heal, so I just tolerate the pain.

      She lays the frame down into the open coffin, turning to Gran Edna. They don’t say a word to each other. Even so, I wager a conversation is held with their eyes and hearts that only mothers understand.

      Da does little more than offer support to Maw. He has no gift, and he doesn’t even look at Gran Edna. He’s not much different than me, really. He owns a fair share of the responsibility for Bret joining the Swordsmen. My shoulders aren’t the only heavy ones in the room.

      I tell Marko to help them find a spot to sit as I go to get us drinks. The bar is crowded, but only because so many men lean against it instead of finding a table. Two young redheads, not even old enough to shave, give me hard looks as I shove between them.

      Didn’t realize manners went out of style around here.

      “Four whiskeys,” I shout to whichever of the three barmen wants to hear me.

      “Gotcha, love,” a female voice calls.

      My focus is drawn to the larger part of the room, scanning the faces that line the walls. My sight lingers on Johnny once he walks in. He looks directly at me as if I’m a threat.

      “Here ya are.”

      I turn at the sound of the voice, taken aback when I see a familiar face. “Kate?”

      Sadness is etched into her skin, drawing her long brown hair down to blend with her black attire, giving her an overall aura of heartache. But a tiny light sparks in the depths of her eyes when she realizes who I am. “Gani?”

      “Aye.”

      I don’t know what to say past that. Memories have been choking me since I came back to town. And now, seeing her, those memories begin to flood the room. I’m crippled by emotions I’d rather not experience as I absently pat my pockets.

      I need my knife.

      I’m not daft enough to ask her how she is. Last I saw her, she was in love with Bret, the two of them inseparable. I didn’t keep up with much from Stirling over the years, but I don’t have to guess what happened to her.

      I see a plain gold band on her left ring finger.

      She notices my staring and hides her hands behind her back. Averting her eyes towards the empty coffin, she mumbles something about needing to get back to work. I don’t linger or even say goodbye, grabbing my glasses and turning on my heel.

      I run straight into Johnny.

      “Leave her be.”

      I roll my eyes. If not for my quick reflexes, he’d be wearing my whiskeys. “Stop trying to get me to drop my drinks and I won’t have to visit her at all again.”

      Johnny always tried to bark bigger than he could bite, but now with his head shaved and a permanent sneer on his lips, he fits the part of a bulldog. He snarls under his breath as I push past him. Marko waves me over to a table in a corner. I hand everyone a drink and take the seat on the other side of Marko, with my back against the wall.

      The air is thick as more bodies file in. There’s a steady cloud of smoke and the sound of hushed sobs all around. Even Marko is somber as he nurses his drink

      And all I can do is wish I could feel something.

      That’s not true. I feel something—I feel everything. A gauntlet is set up inside of me and my heart is battling to survive it. I don’t cry, though.

      I know not to let my weaknesses show.

      My eyes seek out the exits, making a mental checklist of every one of MacGinty’s men. I visualize strategies to take them down if I need to run for the door, scenarios playing out in my head as if impending doom is set for tonight.

      Johnny’s threat over Marko. MacGinty’s warning for me to leave town. Even the damn phone call I had with Tom earlier. It’s all swirling in my mind, floating and spinning and I no sooner catch one thought that it all goes flying up again.

      “You okay?” Marko whispers.

      “Aye.”

      I see Johnny. He leans against the bar, talking to Kate.

      Kate.

      She has a ring on her finger. I’m sat in Milligan’s, her da’s pub, the last place I ever laid eyes on her, and she’s wearing a ring.

      Did Bret—?

      I jump when I feel Marko's hand touch my leg. He’s looking at me like he’s worried about my sanity. “Coogan?”

      I nod, scrubbing a hand over my face. Bloody hell, maybe I am showing more emotion than I give myself credit for.

      Or maybe Marko’s just that good at reading me.

      I knew tonight would be difficult. I knew I’d have to come back to this place.

      But I hadn’t once considered I’d see Kate.

      “She’s cute,” Marko whispers in my ear as I throw back my shot of whiskey.

      I know he’s following my line of sight and talking about Kate. “She’s married.”

      My parents occupy themselves with talking to couples that pass by our table. No one pays me any mind—I daresay most of them don’t even remember me.

      That’s fine by me.

      The room continues to fill, and eventually, the bar gives up trying to keep up with orders and just plants a bottle of whiskey at every table. Marko and I hog most of the bottle. In a matter of minutes, I unhook the top two buttons of my shirt, relaxing as I try to forget everything but the man beside me.

      Marko and I sink into our own little world in the middle of the chaos. His hand is still on my thigh—every so often, slipping higher up. The alcohol in my blood is making me bold, comfortable in the middle of a room full of dangerous men. I rest my arm on the back of his chair and lean in to whisper in his ear.

      “Yebat’,” Marko says, squeezing my knee. “Who’s he?”

      I’m not even remotely insulted that he’s checking out other men. It’s who he is. And I like who he is. I like him a lot. From the way he says it, I know he’s found a pretty face he’d like to take into the backroom. I laugh as my eyes follow which way he’s pointing. “Which one?”

      “The blond.”

      I narrow in on a man standing near the rear exit. His back is to me, but I can see his head full of short blond hair. He’s dressed in a well-tailored black suit, and yes, even from here I can see he’s got a nice backside.

      “Are you selecting partners solely on how good they look in tight pants?” I ask.

      “Wouldn’t be the first time," Marko says. "I'm ninety-nine percent sure it's why I let you spank me the night we met.”

      Maw hears him say that. I know, because she turns ever so slightly to give me a look.

      I shrug. What can I say? I like it how I like it.

      “See,” Marko says, nudging me with his elbow. “That face isn’t bad, either.”

      I return my attention to the blond and freeze.

      Now, I’m not Shade. That woman has a memory like a computer, while I’m only human. I forget things from time to time, and I know I’m mildly drunk, but that face—I’ve seen that face before.

      It’s the man from the airport in Gatwick, the one that had been reading the sports section.

      He’s alone, not talking to anyone, and he’s not even holding a drink. He seems to almost be studying the crowd as he tries to blend in. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he were a cop. He shifts around again, just like an agent on a stakeout.

      Bloody hell. He is a cop.

      He turns full on towards us, and his eyes scan straight to me. It’s only a second, but I know he realizes I've made him

      In a flash, he bolts for the door.

      Aw, so he’s a pansy-ass cop. Figures.

      My hand’s reaching for my gun as I tell Mark to stay put. I rush to the door as quickly as the mob filling the pub will allow. It’s a struggle, and I’m not through the door until a minute after him, plenty of time for him to run down the alley and out of sight.

      “You okay, mate?” a lad asks, leaning up against the opposite wall, finishing off a fag.

      He can’t be more than fifteen if he’s a day.

      “I’m bloody peachy,” I say, tucking my gun away. “Did you see a man run out of here a minute ago?”

      “I’ve seen people come and go all night,” the lad says.

      “Yeah, but this one was alone, blond, and literally just popped out before me.”

      The lad shrugs, tossing his spent fag on the ground. “Sorry, mate.”

      No help whatsoever.

      “You look like shite, Gani MacNeal.”

      I turn at the sound of my name and the world tilts ever so slightly to the left.

      I might be drunker than I thought.

      Kate stands further down the alley, tucked between where I stand and the dumpster. She’s smoking. I don’t recall her smoking when we were younger. In fact, I recall her hating it whenever Johnny smoked around her.

      “I’m back on with dishes,” the lad says. “You okay alone with this one, Katie?”

      My back’s to the boy, and I give Kate a look—it’s more a dare. She was never one to want to be left alone around me back in the day.

      “I’m fine, Nick,” Kate says, giving me a look of her own. She waits until the lad is gone to ask, “Why are you here, Gani?”

      I have more than one smartass remark on my tongue but I bite them back, even though the whiskey in me makes it difficult. I don’t think she means what brought me to the alley. She heard me ask Nick about the blond and hasn’t offered any information on whether she saw him, so I won’t bother asking her.

      I feel pins and needles across my chest as I think about the real reason I’m here in Scotland. It hurts to know Bret is gone, but I can’t imagine how she feels.

      “So,” I say.

      “So…”

      “Bum a fag?”

      She looks like she wants to light me on fire, but she obliges. “I’ve only got the one left. Might as well give it to you. You take them all, don’t you?”

      She throws the nearly empty pack at me, and I don’t respond to the dig. Johnny said about the same thing yesterday. I can’t really argue with the sentiment.

      She hands me a matchbook, and I light the smoke, taking a deep pull into my lungs. It’s been ages since I felt this—the rush of nicotine to my chest. My nerves are shot. I’m not sure if this is helping or just postponing the inevitable.

      “When did you get married?” I ask, nodding to the ring on her finger.

      There’s a pause, and I can feel her deciding if I’m worth the heartache of talking about it. I’m stunned when she actually answers. “Three years after you left.”

      “No shit?”

      “No shite.”

      Kate’s got some bite. Don’t recall much of that from before. She was always a mouse, standing up for one and only one thing—Bret. Always wondered if they’d stick together, what with him being in the club and her being so demure. I see now that Bret wasn’t the only one to grow more of a spine.

      Good. She’ll need that now.

      “He called me the other night, after he saw you," she says. "He was happy, excited like he hasn’t been in a long time.”

      Those words hit me like a punch straight to the chest. I can hear his voice, can see his face, as the memory washes over me. He’d lit up when he saw me. Fuck, I was thrilled to see him, too.

      “Just thought you’d want to know that,” she says, tossing the last of her smoke on the ground. “Don’t know why. You haven’t given a shite about any of them for over a decade.”

      Seconds tick by, minutes even, and she stays there, staring at me—daring me to react. I don’t know if she wants confirmation or if she's holding hope that what Bret always believed about me was true. Either way, I ain’t got anything to say to her.

      Eventually, she resigns herself to that truth. “Go away, Gani. Go far away, and this time, don't come back.”

      She slips back into the pub with nothing but the creak of the hinges as a goodbye.

      Go away, she tells me. Not long ago, I was a world away.

      I don’t want to be here anymore than any of them want me to be.

      I found my home. I wouldn't mind staying there and never coming back.
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      I don’t follow Kate back into the pub. What’s the point?

      I came here to say goodbye to my friend, and all I’ve succeeded in doing is reminding myself that I was poison to him. The best thing I ever did for the lads was to leave. Bret stayed alive and happy right up until he saw me again. There’s some sort of poetic justice to all of that.

      I really am a bane.

      I should get out of the country tonight before something awful happens to Johnny.

      Well, something else, that is. Something awful did happen to him sixteen years ago… thanks to me.

      I don’t know how long I stand here. My nerves are worn thin, and I’m just drunk enough to struggle containing my emotions. Sadness shifts into anger before that anger becomes a fiery rage, one that desperately needs an outlet.

      It’s best that I didn’t catch up with the blond. I probably would have beaten him senseless for no reason other than paranoia. This place, this bloody town, it’s getting to me.

      I stare at the piss and garbage-covered cement, remembering that fateful night we all met Isla right here. I warned her then to get out. Damn lass never listened.

      The door creaks open eventually. I don’t turn to see who’s exited.

      “Since when do you smoke?”

      Marko.

      I take a drag on the half-spent fag before holding it out to him. “I don’t.”

      He takes it and tosses it on the ground, stamping it out.

      If only every one of my bad habits were that easy to stop.

      “Missed you,” he says, leaning against the wall next to me, so close I can smell his cologne.

      He smells good. Too good.

      My skin goes tight and my blood runs hot. I need to fuck. I need to hit something.

      I need to purge these demons trying to pull me under.

      I need to be locked up in a bloody dungeon.

      I tell myself to calm down. I’m wound up, angry, and Marko’s within reach. Oh, the things I want to do to him, and I know he’d let me. He’d beg me to not stop.

      I clear my throat, stalling to make sure I have control of my voice before I say, “Couldn’t catch your new boyfriend, sorry.”

      “Next time,” he says.

      “Next time,” I agree.

      We glance at each other, staring into the other’s eyes like this is some sappy moment from those movies Ace stars in.

      It does nothing to calm me down.

      He gets this look deep in his stare that tells me to do whatever I want just so long as I do it to him. It’s intoxicating, knowing he trusts me like that.

      That thought jumps on the heels of another—I’m cursed. I destroy everything I touch.

      That truth pushes me into yet another stage—grief. What did I do that was so horrible to deserve to be like this? Why can’t I just have Marko? Why can't I fuck him whenever and however I want? Why can't I just kill people when I’m asked to and… and…?

      And I don’t know what else. I don’t know what I want beyond that, and maybe it doesn't even matter, because I’ve never had it before. It’s not in my cards.

      I look away—look down the alley towards the front of the building.

      “Your parents went home,” Marko says. “Your mother was sad. She hugged me twice and said to tell Gani one was for him.”

      With that, he leans in closer and slings his arm over my shoulders, tugging my body towards his.

      Something in me snaps with that. It’s an instinct that my guard can’t stop. I grab his arm and spin around, pinning him against the brick wall. I hear the breath leave his lungs, and I don’t give him a second to catch it before my mouth is on his, kissing him. He responds instantly and just as aggressively with his own lips and tongue.

      I’ve got my hip against his hip, and my hands braced on his shoulders, but it’s the kiss that holds him to the wall. I know. It’s trapping me just as much.

      I’ve never told Marko, I daresay I’ve never told anyone, but I haven’t kissed too many others. I was damn good at just about anything else with my body by the time I came out and started hooking up, but kissing was strange to me. Too intimate and personal. It had no business in the middle of sex.

      The night I met Marko, I didn’t know who he was until after I had already flirted with him.  Once I knew who he was, I threw everything I pledged to be out the window. I saw his lips that night and wanted to do this more than I’ve ever wanted to do anything in my life.

      My tongue slides along his, and we both moan.

      There was no turning back after the first time I gave into it, after the first time we kissed. It’s not some romantic soul’s connected bullshit. It’s chemical.

      Marko breaks away first, gasping for that overdue breath, but my lips aren’t ready to leave his skin. I kiss along his jaw, nudging his chin up so I can suck on his neck.

      “Yebat’,” he says, and I can hear need in his voice. It urges me to rub my body against his until he moans in my ear. “Are we doing this right here or do you want to find some privacy?”

      My dick’s so hard I’m about to say ‘right bloody here’, but my head’s still clear enough to know that’s disrespectful to Bret. My old mate would understand. He wouldn’t begrudge me not wanting to sit and cry and wallow, but it ain’t right to fuck Marko's brains out six meters from Bret’s casket.

      “Follow me,” I whisper in his ear.

      It takes me a second to stand right as I step away from him. I’m dizzy, but not from drinking. This is something else, something I know very well, something I crave…

      Adrenaline.

      I shake my hands as I lead us down the alley to the main street. Every nerve vibrates within me. My anger merges with excitement, making me a lethal force. My mind’s racing to figure out where to go. Can’t go home—my parents deserve a quiet night of mourning, while I need anything but quiet to purge my grief.

      Marko falls into step beside me. He doesn’t question where we’re going or what we’ll do when we get there. He trusts me.

      That adds another shot to my system.

      My feet carry me as if they know a place I can’t think of, and when we arrive at the church, I catch on to the plan. I shove the heavy wooden door open and hold it for him to follow me in.

      “I’d say fucking in a church is kinky, but we’ve already done it before,” Marko says, eyeing the interior of the space.

      “We ain’t fucking in this church,” I say, heading to the sidewalk way that leads through to the back of the building.

      We step out into the private garden, heading towards the storage shed tucked at the back.

      “This is like the set of a really cheesy horror movie,” he says as he heads into the old shack in front of me.

      I slide my arms around him from behind, breathing heavily into his ear as I say, “You sure you want to be alone with a man who owns as many knives as I do?”

      He laughs, but I can feel a tremble run through him.

      I pull him as close as possible, running my lips along the side of his neck.

      He shivers again.

      “Have you done this here before?” he asks.

      “Marko, what I’m about to do to you I haven’t ever done before, period.”

      I run one of my hands down to his crotch, stroking him through his pants.

      He moans, leaning his head back to give me access to his throat. He swallows—or he tries to. He’s a little breathless when he speaks again. “Coogan?”

      My response is a grunt. I use my free hand to cradle his head and start to suck on that spot where his collarbones meet at the top of his chest.

      “Did you bring all the boys you fucked here?”

      I don’t know why he’s insisting on talking, but I humor him by saying, “A few,” between sucks.

      “And did they all call you Gani like your parents do?”

      That has to be the stupidest question he’s ever asked me. “Of course.”

      I undo his fly, slipping my hand into his pants. He’s so hard I can barely grip him.

      He moans again, but yet, he keeps talking. “Coogan?”

      He’s starting to annoy me. Not in a bad way. In the way I like, the way only he can. He pushes and pushes and pushes until I snap and shove back. I need that tonight. I need him to ignite the fuse so I can let myself let explode and let all of these things I keep locked up flow out of me.

      “What, Marko?”

      “Why haven’t you ever told me to call you Gani?”

      Why in the bloody hell is he obsessed with my name? He’s called me so many things in our time together. It doesn’t matter to me which one he uses. This connection we have when we touch, that’s all that matters.

      “I left that nickname behind when I left Stirling,” I tell him. "But if you want to call me it, call me it. Call me whatever you want."

      "Anything?"

      "Anything."

      He’s quiet for a moment, and I hope he’s done playing twenty questions, because I can’t hold back much longer.

      “What’s your codename?”

      A wall of icy water splashes over each of my senses. He may as well have said ‘pokoy’ just now. Everything stops. I let him go and take a step back, breathing like I’ve ran several kilometers in a matter of minutes. “What?”

      Marko turns around to look me in the eyes. I can tell he’s turned on, but this thing, whatever's bothering him, won’t let him just enjoy the moment. “What’s the name Penelope gets to call you?”

      “What are you on about, Marko?”

      “Just tell me.”

      “No.”

      "Why?"

      “Because it’s a secret identity for a reason.”

      Hurt flashes in his eyes before he looks away. I can’t feel sorry for it. He has no business knowing that name. “Is there any secret about you that I get to know?”

      I’m six degrees of confused and the world’s tilting sideways again. “What the bloody hell is this about?”

      “Everyone here knows Gani, and Penelope knows the guy you are when you go on missions. Who do I know?”

      “Me,” I say.

      “I know Coogan. You hate Coogan. Don’t you?”

      “Aye, I do. So?”

      He throws his hands up and shouts something in Russian. He’s talking so fast I don’t quite catch the words.

      “Marko.”

      He steps forward and shoves me. I barely keep my balance he pushes so hard. That pisses me off right proper, and I don’t think, just shoving him back. He retaliates with a slap to my face, so I slap him. Forward and back, we move—hitting and pushing. Anger is a cloud descending around us, and soon, we’re running into shelves and tables, knocking things to the ground.

      I’m sure in someone else’s mind, in that other person’s world, it would be sick that I’m turned on by our fight. But for Marko and I, there’s a thin, damn near invisible line between violence and ecstasy that we’re crossing now.

      I wedge him between me and window, planting a hard kiss on him. He enjoys it for all of two seconds before he bites my bottom lip so hard it stings. He pushes me away, and I run my tongue over the fresh cut, tasting blood. “Oh, so you’re okay with blood play now?”

      It’s a joke. I’m just teasing him. But the look on his face says I might as well have stabbed him.

      “Do you even care about me?” he asks.

      Did he seriously just ask me that? I’m standing in shack in the middle of my hometown on the night of my best friend’s wake and he’s the only person I want to be here with. I’ve shared an apartment with him. I’ve fucked him more than once. I’ve hit him—I’ve let him hit me. I introduced him to my parents. Bloody hell, I’ve shared him with Shade.

      If he doesn’t believe that I care about him, there’s nothing more I can do to prove it.

      I ain’t ever sky writing poetry for anyone.

      “Tell me what’s wrong, Marko.”

      “Nothing’s wrong, Coogan. For you, nothing is ever wrong.”

      “What the bloody—?”

      “Do you want us to end this? Is that it?”

      “Of course not. I like this. I like—”

      “I love you.”

      He blurts out those words and stares at me, like he dropped some acid into a beaker and he’s waiting to see the reaction it causes.

      For half a tick, I wonder if he’s joking again. He said that earlier and told me it was meant for his weed. But the truth is in the twitch of his jaw and the way his hands shake.

      He loves me.

      We’ve never used that word. I’m sure Marko has told plenty of people in his life that he loves them, but I haven’t. Sometimes, I’m not sure I even know what love is.

      I don’t know what he wants me to say, so I don’t say anything.

      “I’m in love with you, Coogan," he says. "I tried not to fall for you, but I couldn’t stop it. You have an important life that keeps you from committing. I get that, because I have responsibilities, too. I’m not allowed to love a man in the world I have to live in, but when I thought you were in trouble, that didn’t matter anymore. Nothing mattered but you. But now, after seeing you here, seeing how you are with these people you grew up with… I don’t think I even know who you are.”

      My anger returns, flooding me with all-out rage. “Don’t recall promising you a damn thing.”

      That was meant to hurt him, and I can see it did the trick.

      He flinches. “So that’s it? This really meant nothing to you? I mean nothing to you?”

      No—my brain tells me. Aye—some other part of me says. I shove that other part to the front and tell my brain to shut up, because at the end of the day, this can’t mean what he wants it to mean.

      “When we met, I was upfront," I say. "This was meant to be a one night stand, plain and bloody simple, kid.”

      Marko makes a face. “That was no one night stand. You fucked me over and held back. You wanted more. You wanted me to push for this. That was a goddamn audition and you wanted a callback.”

      A callback? Now he’s casting me for a role in his life? Why don’t we just buy a cottage up by the castle and adopt ten kids? Might as well, considering we've already shared a home like some bloody loving couple. “Drop it, Marko. This is just sex. Won't ever be anything more.”

      “That’s your favorite lie, isn’t it? Your family is just blood. Your friends are just the guys you grew up with. I’m just sex. Penelope is just your coworker.”

      My cheek starts to twitch.

      “Watch out. You’re going to start believing that someday. You’re going to cut your heart off and it’ll fall out of your chest and none of us will be able to reach you.”

      I laugh. For the first time in a long time, it’s a genuine honest to God joke that I find funny. He thought all this time that I had a heart to lose? “What, Marko? Do you want me to tell you I love you, too? Is that it? Am I supposed to be one of those morons in the poems you love so much?”

      He’s done with thinking I’m a fool. Now, he hates me. I can see it in his eyes. “Fuck you.”

      “But it’s more than that, aye? We don’t just fuck. You’re my one and only. We’re madly in love.”

      I take a step forward, and he moves one back.

      “Thing is, maybe I do push people away," I say, "but at least I’m not a hypocrite.”

      “And I am?” he asks.

      “Aye. Look me in the eye and tell me none of this is about the fear you have over taking Roman’s place. Tell me I’m not some distraction… no, an excuse for you not growing the fuck up.”

      He’s damn near green with disgust as he says, “You’re not just some distraction to me.”

      “Oh, aye, and I’m ready to get your name tattooed on my chest.”

      I stroke my hand down his arm, and he shoves my chest. “Get off of me.”

      “Make me,” I say, grabbing his wrist and pulling him away from the wall.

      This time the fight is different—and yet, it’s entirely the same. That blurred line is crossed. Emotions are bubbling over.

      I’m furious with him over throwing this at me tonight of all nights, and from the way he’s not backing down, I suspect he’s being honest.

      He wants more from this than I can give.

      I don’t have a heart.

      I don’t really even have a name anymore. Not one that’s mine, at any rate.

      All I have left to me is my body, and that has and always will be his.

      Even after this ends. Even once Marko smarts up and walks away, leaving me with nothing but revolving nights in empty hotel rooms in the same damn city.

      This body of mine is still going to want nothing but his.

      We wrestle, and I gain the advantage by knocking his legs out from under him. I’ve got him pinned down for the third time tonight. He’s on his stomach with both hands locked behind his back. “Let me go, Coogan.”

      I lean down to whisper in his ear. “Make me.”

      He knows he holds all the power. I won’t lay a finger that he doesn’t want on him. He stopped me just a few nights ago, in fact.

      I keep one hand on his wrists and work his still undone pants down. He’s not helping, and it’s too awkward to negotiate much more than revealing one cheek.

      Just like the night we met.

      I caress my hand over what little of his bare backside I can see. “You got ideas in your head, boy, ideas that don’t belong there. This is what we’re about.”

      I snap my hand back fast and slap his cheek so hard my palm stings.

      He makes a noise that’s half moan, half something else—something I can’t name, but I figure is probably frustration.

      “I don’t want to fuck you tonight.”

      “Good,” I say, “because I’m going to be the one fucking you.”

      “Coogan—”

      “You know the rules. Say the word and I’ll stop. Otherwise, I’m painting this ass red and fucking you till you forget we even have names.”

      He doesn’t say anything.

      I take that as permission to continue. I let go of his hands, and he holds them in place.

      “Good boy,” I say, running my fingers through his hair. “Lift up for me.”

      He obliges by lifting his middle up far enough for me to pull his pants down to his knees.

      “Lie back down,” I command, and he follows it. “Challenging me was bad, wasn’t it?”

      I run my hands over his ass, slipping a finger between his cheeks, dipping it inside of him down to my knuckle.

      He moans.

      “What do you have to say for yourself, kid?”

      “I’m sorry,” he says, breathless, and I can hear in his voice that he wants this just as much as I do. “I didn’t mean to anger you.”

      “What are you?”

      “I’m a selfish brat,” he says. “I need to be punished.”

      I need to be punished.

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      I give him no warning other than those four words. I pull back and spank him hard across both cheeks. He hisses as he sucks in a sharp breath.

      I do it again.

      And again.

      And again.

      Soon, his skin is red and my hand’s growing numb to the pain. I’m lost in it, letting out every moment I’ve tried to ignore since I encountered Bret in Germany.

      I see Bret telling me to not hurt Johnny.

      I see Johnny cradling Isla’s limp body in his arms.

      I see my da the night the church exploded.

      And I see MacGinty telling me I’m pathetic.

      That’s not all, though. Everything pours out. I see the Marko unconscious in the hospital six months ago, and I see Shade terrified out of her mind at the facility in Siberia.

      I see Shade stab me.

      I see Reynolds telling me not to concern myself with figuring out who killed my best friend.

      I see Roger bent over on this very floor, begging for punishment.

      Marko takes it all without a single word. He doesn’t even make a sound. He keeps his hands crossed behind his back and forehead against the ground. And he takes it. Every one of my shortcomings, he pays for. He’s not the selfish one.

      I am.

      I need him to do this for me. I need him to redeem me.

      And I can’t even tell him I care about him.

      I slap his skin until my brain’s swimming in adrenaline again.

      “Good boy,” I say, running my fingers through his hair. “You’re always so good, Marko.”

      It’s a high like none other, seeing him submit to me like this, knowing I can unleash my darkness and he’ll still welcome me in. Marko wants me like this—he yearns for it. That’s deeper than that four-letter word he throws around—at least it is to me.

      I’m not meant for the soft and kind feelings of this world. I only get pleasure out of pain.

      I lean back on my heels to undo my pants, doing little more than freeing my dick. I stroke my fist down my shaft and straddle his legs, lining myself up with his entrance. I'm about to push in when I hear his soft voice echoing through the shed.

      “Pokoy.”

      I freeze.

      I’m not two centimeters from penetrating him and he hits the kill switch.

      I fall back, my dick still out and my mouth hanging open.

      Marko crawls away from me, getting to his feet, keeping his eyes cast downward.

      He doesn’t speak.

      Neither do I.

      I told him to make me stop and he did.

      What else is there to say?

      I want to say something, but I don’t know what it is.

      “I love you, Coogan. I do. I just wish…”

      He shakes his head.

      What does he wish?

      I’ll grant it, whatever it is. Whatever will keep him here with me.

      I need him.

      “What?” I ask. "What do you wish?"

      Turning away from me, he walks out.

      Marko left.

      What hits me next is more than pain or anger. It’s the void I used to exist in. Back when I lived here, when I was Gani, it was the only feeling I ever knew.

      I can’t go after him, as much as I want to. He deserves a clean break and chance to move on with his life. Thing is, he’s right about me, every last word. I was gutted out long ago, and although I try to pretend, in the end there’s not much to me, no part of me worthy of what he says he feels.

      I tuck my dick away and rest back against the wall with my legs stretched out in front of me, sitting on the ground.

      I’ve never been anything but a nuisance.

      I’m not cursed.

      I’m just nothing.
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      “This is madness.”

      I’ve been told that a time or two.

      Private O’Brien believes he’s informing me something new, as he’s repeated the phrase at least a dozen times since we started this exercise. Capture the Flag. The lads here in the Royal Academy call them 'war games', but I don't like to think of it as a game, considering war isn't something to toy around with.

      We’re squat down behind a broken down car. It ain’t really a car. I mean, it is, but it’s more a prop. The scene around us is an abandoned town—torn down buildings and scattered cars like the one beside us. It’s meant to simulate some distant warfront. The others are acting like it’s a difficult maze—I’m seeing it as a chessboard.

      “It’s fully within the rules as stated in the book,” I point out, continuing my work.

      “It says it’s okay to build a bloody bomb?” Private Winston asks incredulously.

      “Well, no,” I say, “but it doesn’t say I can’t.”

      O’Brien huffs. “Sodomy is well with the rulebook by that definition, then, but that doesn’t mean it has any place out here on this battlefield.”

      That I can’t argue with. I do, however, wonder why everything gets reduced to shagging in the arse when my team members talk to me.

      “We’re not going to be doing that, too, right?” Winston asks.

      I laugh, and when no one joins me, I look up.

      That apparently wasn’t a joke.

      Straight people are baffling.

      “Aye, rest easy, lads. The queer can keep it in his pants. I ain’t gonna start arse-pounding the enemy,” I say as I point to the device I’m building. “This won’t hurt. It’s just going to make a loud bang and let off some bright lights. It’s meant to buy us the time to get the flag.”

      “It’s just a game, MacNeal,” Winston says. “I believe the concept is lost on you.”

      I shake my head, screwing two circuit boards together. “Not in the least. Everyone else we’re up against is thinking this is just a game, as well. They’ll be finding the quietest, most devious way to win, so we use that to our advantage, increase the odds in our favor. Cripple a thief and it ain’t no use how good he is at picking pockets.”

      I glance up when they don't respond, finding the pair of them staring at me like I've lost my mind.

      “Why are we doing this?” O’Brien asks Winston.

      Winston shrugs. “They won’t let him play by himself, so someone had to end up with him.”

      “Oh, bugger off, the pair of you,” I say, holding up two fingers.

      They’re quiet then, no doubt formulating the best way to beat me to the flag and demand I join another team when they turn it in.

      Never asked to be part of these stupid games.

      I finish building the flash-bomb, getting it all wired up and ready to blow. Checking my watch, I see we only have two minutes before the whistle sounds.

      “All right, lads, you know the plan?” I ask.

      They look to each other before nodding at me. I prime the device, attaching to inside of the front seat of the car, and wait for the whistle, signaling them to take off first. I activate the bomb and haul ass to catch up with my team.

      It’s seconds later that we hear the blast. The light follows, casting my shadow in front of me in the middle of the night as I hear every other team shouting, the ground rumbling.

      Temporary blindness. It’s a very valuable weapon.

      O’Brien and Winston are waiting at the flagpole when I catch up. The orange cloth rectangle hangs from O’Brien’s hand.

      “Well,” Winston says, gazing over my shoulder at the field behind me. “That was certainly effective.”

      “Aye,” I say with a wide smile. “No need for a single punch or—”

      “MacNeal!”

      The sound of my name from our general’s voice stalls my victory lap.

      I stand at attention as he marches towards us. “Aye, sir.”

      “My office… now!”

      I don’t know if I should take it as a compliment or worry that he didn’t just rip my arse wide open in front of everyone. I fall in behind him as we march across the training compound and up two flights of stairs to his office. Glancing back I see a black cloud of smoke rising from flames in the center of the mock town—from the car. I’m stalled as an emergency crew rushes to the car. Bloody hell. It wasn’t supposed to set the car on fire. Did I cross the wrong wires?

      “MacNeal!”

      I jog up the rest of the stairs and march into the office. It’s a modest space. Typical. The general doesn’t have a single picture or decoration displayed. If his name weren’t painted on the door, it’d be hard to figure out this was his office.

      He doesn’t ask me to sit so I maintain an attentive stance.

      “What on her majesty’s green earth was that out there just now, Private?”

      I try to keep the smug look off my face, but it’s no use. “That was my offensive strategy, sir.”

      “Offensive, it certainly was. Do you have any idea what you just did to fifteen of our best recruits?”

      I know exactly what the device was meant to do, but I wait for him to explain it to me.

      He paces back and forth in front of me as he says, “They’re all blind. Every single one of them—”

      “Temporarily, sir,” I interject.

      The look he shoots me warns I should have kept my shite shut.

      “Refresh my memory, Private MacNeal,” he says, stopping directly in front of me. “When did you complete enough training at our Royal Academy to become an explosives expert?”

      I didn’t. I learned everything I need to know about bombs back home. “I haven’t, sir.”

      “Oh, so then perhaps you’ve completed certification in the field of medicine that I am unaware of.”

      “I haven’t, sir.”

      “Right, so then explain to me, Private MacNeal, how you know with the utmost certainty that you didn’t just cripple a room full of soldiers?”

      I bite my tongue.

      “I’ll assume by your silence that you, in fact, cannot provide such authority as you previously offered.”

      Again, I say nothing.

      He huffs, or laughs, generally making some kind of noise that cuts me down a peg as he makes his way to his desk. “The car is on fire. You were meant to outsmart your opponents, not wire a weapon of mass destruction. It’s remarkable that you don’t seem to understand how excessive this was.”

      I keep my eyes trained to a spot on the wall above his head. I feel one of those ‘what are you doing with your life?’ speeches about to happen.

      I ain’t got the stomach for it.

      “What are you doing here, Private MacNeal?”

      He uses different words, but the sentiment is the same. “I’m training to become one of her majesty’s finest, sir.”

      “That’s all well and good, but why? What moved you to want to serve for God and Country in this way?”

      I don’t have an easy answer for that.

      He tries again. “How about you tell me what you believe makes the finest soldier.”

      “A man bound by duty, sir.”

      “A man bound by duty.” There’s this twisted sort of humor in his voice when he repeats my words. I’m not sure if that’s aimed at the actual statement or me.

      If it’s towards me, he’s wasting his jokes. I don’t offend easily. But if it’s over the idea that a soldier has a duty to uphold, I’m not sure what to make of my commanding officer.

      “I wonder, Private, what you could possibly know of duty.”

      Give the man a prize, he’s found the number one button to push to get me riled up. I count to ten in my head before I say, “I know a thing or two about it, sir.”

      “Aw, yes, because of your home, because of your connection to the Swordsmen.”

      My cheek twitches at the mention.

      “You think that’s duty, son? You think that those men know a single thing about honor?”

      My shoulders ache, and I keep my eyes trained straight ahead. “Aye, sir. I do.”

      Another laugh from him—this time, I don’t question at whose expense. “This was never going to be a good fit for you, Private MacNeal. Never.”

      I have no response for that.

      “I told my superiors that I believed you to be different. I thought that perhaps channeling your… talents would make you a formidable asset. After this display, I have to admit that I was wrong.”

      You’re a disgrace.

      I swallow the defense I want to offer. It’s no use. Once someone has made their mind up about the content of your character, it’s a done deal.

      My Da used to tell me that.

      “I’m dismissing you of your duty, stripping you of your rank,” he says, standing and walking in front of his desk—in front of me.

      My right hand balls into a fist. I want nothing more than to take my knife out right now.

      “I’m sorry to disappoint you, sir,” I say, finally looking at the man.

      I expect to find him gloating, but he’s not. There’s a reserved sadness in his eyes.

      I really did let him down.

      “I didn’t mean any harm, sir,” I say, not in defense, but rather assurance. I don’t want his faith in me to be misplaced.

      “That’s the problem, lad,” he says, dropping the formality. “That’s why you came to us to begin with. There’s a fire in you that you have to learn to control. I can’t force it on any more of my men. I won’t force it on this army.”

      Get out before you kill the lot of us.

      I don’t know much about what happens next. I know I'm processed, excused… dismissed. I know I never find out who takes the title for capturing the flag, nor am I told if any of the lads are actually harmed permanently by what I did.

      Somehow, I end up at a pub a good distance from the academy. I’m sloshed, sitting alone in a corner like a miserable dolt.

      I didn’t even do it to impress them. It was just the obvious play. It was effective, efficient, and effing brilliant.

      I snort at my own joke as I finish off my current beer.

      “You here alone tonight, love?” the waitress asks, replacing my empty with a full pint.

      I nod. “Aye, I’m alone.”

      She gets this look, and for a second, she’s someone else—a younger lass, with light brown hair and big green eyes and innocence not yet ravaged by drugs. I drown myself in the next mug, desperate to forget it all.

      I don’t know how long it is until the chair across from me moves, someone falling into it without my permission.

      “Bugger off,” I mutter, my lips heavy, sticking to my teeth. The world’s blurry. All I can make out is a big black blob sitting across from me.

      “Are you Coogan MacNeal?” the blob asks with some sort of accent that I’m not sure is real. Could be caused by the sudden ringing in my ears.

      The pub keeps leaning to the left, and I have to pull against gravity to stay upright. I nod a few times. “Aye, who wants to know?”

      “I have a proposition for you.”

      That gets my attention. I think. I don’t really know. The world goes arse-end in the next second, and the black blob turns into a black void, swallowing everything.

      I wake up, sprawled out on the table. I’ve no reference for how long I’ve been passed out. The stench of stale beer from my own breath makes my stomach clench. I work my way to the door, stepping over a few other patrons who are sleeping off their drinks. I make a note to remember this place. It’s not every day you find a pub willing to house the drunks.

      The sunlight stabs my eyeballs as I exit. “Bloody hell.”

      “Don’t throw up,” an accented voice says. “I can handle a lot of blood, but vomit is my hard limit.”

      I jump at the sound. My head's pounding and my stomach wants to do exactly what he told it not to. I brace my hands on my knees and take in long pulls of fresh air.

      “Rough night?”

      I glance his way, upside down, seeing a very tall man dressed in all in black.

      “Not one of my favorites,” I say, still staring at him.

      “I imagine it wasn’t. Three years of dedication and hard work is a long time to have dismissed.”

      Dismissed. That word brings back the conversation with the commander and the fallout. I put my head between my knees and keep breathing. I wonder if it’d be okay to live upside down from now on. It’s not like when I stand up the world is going to go back to being right.

      “I don’t suppose you remember much of what we spoke about last night,” the man says.

      “You’d be right,” I say. “I don’t recall even meeting you last night.”

      I give up and right myself. The blood rushes down from my head and spins circles in my stomach. Somehow, I keep my shite together, squint my eyes, and take a real good look at the stranger.

      His hair is the same color as his attire. Bloody hell, even his eyes are black. The man stepped straight out of a nightmare or something. He’s my age at best, but he carries himself with authority. He’s pale. I daresay paler than me, if that’s possible. He’s spoken enough now that I realize he’s Russian.

      What the bloody hell would a man like that want with me?

      A thought hits me. “We didn’t …” I wave a finger between us and let the rest of that question just dangle.

      I’m fully clothed and my arse doesn’t feel fantastic, but it doesn’t ache the way I imagine taking it from a fella like him would.

      He laughs. “No. Mne zhal’. You’re not my type.”

      Can’t fault him for that. He’s not really mine, either. He’s not very pretty. I like them pretty. He’s got the kind of face that draws your attention but out of fear mostly.

      He looks like the kind of fella that can snap your neck with his bare hands and not feel any remorse about it.

      “What do you want to talk about?” I ask, licking my dry, cracked lips.

      “My name is Nikolai Zolkov. I represent some very powerful people. People who would like to offer you an opportunity.”
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      It’s only a few minutes after Marko's hasty exit from the shack when I finally force myself to my feet and march in the direction of my parents’ home. I work my way through the small garden, taking care to side-step the spot I recall MacGinty digging decades ago. I know now that he was burying a body that night, but I’ve never cared to figure out just who it was.

      What did it matter? I killed people for that man. I never questioned it.

      That’s not true.

      I enter through the backdoor of the rectory, hearing hushed voices.

      Right. I forgot. People will be here mourning Bret. It’s been long enough they’ve moved on from the pub and made their way to the church.

      I’m a goddamn miserable wretch of a human being.

      There’s no easy exit, not now. I stick to the walkway at far edge of the building, keeping my head down in the hopes that no one notices me.

      “He was too young.”

      “He never should have traveled on a full moon.”

      “I knew each of those boys would end up like this one day.”

      “It really should be you.”

      That last remark catches me off guard. I stop and look up to find Kate blocking my escape.

      I can’t argue with her assessment. So I just stand there and say, “Aye.”

      “You’re an insect. One of those disgusting things that crawls along and can’t be killed.”

      She’s blitzed. Her eyes are glassy and her words are slurred and she’s trying her damnedest not to cry, it seems.

      Again, I have no contradictory statement to offer. So again, I say, “Aye.”

      “Damn you,” she says. “Damn you straight to Hell.”

      That gets under the skin of everyone in the church but me. I was damned long before Kate Milligan decided to hate me.

      “Have some respect,” someone suggests.

      “Who is she yelling at?” another asks.

      “Katherine.”

      Someone joins us, and from the tone of his voice, I just know right away it’s the new local priest. My toes grow hot as I give the man a glance. I’m going to burst into flames if I stand here any longer.

      “I know that your heart is heavy with grief—”

      “Spare me, Father,” Kate says, still glaring daggers at me. “This one isn’t worth your piety.”

      She shoves past, storming off. I don’t care to try to speak to the clergyman, so I walk away also.

      It’s been one hell of a night.

      Bret’s dead. I’m back in Stirling.

      Marko left.

      Go after him.

      I’m not doing that.

      The streets are no different than the church—several people wander about. Some drunk. Some, like me, unable to do much more than stare ahead as they move along.

      I’m halfway to my destination before I rain starts pelting me. That storm finally moved in, but it ain’t some blaze of thunder and lightning across the sky. It’s a steady fall of rain—just a constant growing cold. The drops are damn near ice cubes soaking into my clothes. I blow on my hands as I reach the end of the block.

      A group of mourners have gathered ahead. I debate taking a longer route when I catch sight of Johnny leaning against the wall.

      He sees me, too, I know, because he raises a bottle in one hand and shouts, “Gani!”

      Not now, asshole.

      I act as though I didn’t hear my name, turning up the road.

      “That’s right, keep going,” he yells. “Run on out of town, just like that tart of yours.”

      Just like that tart of yours.

      I don’t turn to react to that. I knew Marko took off. It ain’t some flying random leap for Johnny to know that. Even on a night like this, with all the booze and tears and distractions to keep the lad's attention, any good street soldier is going to know who is coming and going into his turf. It’s just the way he says it—maybe it’s more the way I’m feeling over the whole mess.

      I wanted Marko out of town and safe. And now I’m just praying that that’s exactly what he is.

      I’m bloody jogging, face drenched and shoes sliding along the walk when I reach the house. The lights are out. My rental’s still parked out front.

      Is he here? Did he bloody walk out of town?

      The front door’s locked. I forgot I don’t have a key. I don’t even have a goddamn knife to pick the lock with. I raise my hand, ready to beat the bloody thing down, when it yanks right open.

      Da appears in the doorway with a surly frown. “You look like Hell, son.”

      Hell, huh. I must look a right side better than I feel, then.

      “Is Marko upstairs?”

      “Marko’s with you.”

      I glance beside me stupidly. “No, he ain’t.”

      “Son,” Da says with exasperation in his voice. “Are you drunk?”

      “We’re sep— we got separated,” I say, clearing my throat around the half lie. “He walked back without me.”

      “Well, then, he got lost.”

      He got lost.

      No. “I’ll be back,” I say, turning to walk away.

      “Gani!”

      A boom of thunder overhead swallows the sound of Da shouting my name. Guess I was wrong about that, too—or maybe I wasn’t. Maybe the clouds are like me, holding off hope that Hell doesn’t have to be unleashed. Buckets—no, a bloody flash flood—of rain dumps down as I run to the car. I’m so disoriented by it that I jump in before I realize I’m on the wrong side.

      “Goddamn British engineers,” I mutter, hopping back out and running around to get behind the wheel.

      The weather isn’t the only torrential thing at the moment. My thoughts are a bloody hurricane. How could I just let Marko wonder off on his own? I’ve been twisted in knots over letting him out of my sight lately, but I just let him waltz off into the night all by himself.

      I'm a bloody fool.

      Pokoy.

      Aye, that word is a goddamn joke. One I made up the night we met to tease him about his name. Marko means God of War, so I told him to ask for peace if he needed it. But peace is an illusion with me. It’s a concept I’ve never known myself. How could I possibly give it to someone else?

      I should've known better.

      Where would he go?

      I try to recall everything about him. Details are where the Devil is, aye? Details were always Shade’s area. That girl never missed a speck of information. I ain’t ever been one for memorizing every minute of anything. I’m the big picture guy. Details are just filler that gunks up the system.

      I know Marko won’t want to be alone—I know he’s most likely looking for a fix to dampen the fire I set, but fuck if I know where he’d go to accomplish that.

      Rain crashes down on the windshield so hard that the wipers are little more than swinging decoration at this point. Useless. I don’t know why I even engage them. It’s just what’s done. It’s raining and I automatically flick them on. I drive through the streets—not at all safely. Every so often a dark mass appears under the glow of streetlamps. I hold my breath as I near it only to find it’s a tree or a person I’m not interested to find.

      “Where are you, Marko?” I mutter to myself, eyes ever scanning.

      Round and round, I turn down this street and up that one. I don’t even know where I am anymore. My bearings are shot to hell. I somehow end up back at the corner by the church. The mourners stand out on the street as they were before, only now they’re drenched to the bone from the storm.

      I mark every face twice, and on the third pass, I realize Johnny is missing. He’s not with the crowd anymore.

      Bloody hell.

      The image of a bullet going through the back of Isla’s skull flashes in my mind, and I know Johnny has every reason in the world to do whatever he pleases to hurt me, even if it means targeting an innocent like Marko.

      My foot slams the accelerator down as I head back towards my parents’ home—back to the access road out of town. I’m existing in two worlds right now. One is here where my heart is damn near ready to tear out of chest, where adrenaline is all but dripping from my mouth and my knuckles are so white on the steering wheel it’s like they’ve become ghosts. And the other is forced perspective of my old mate as he runs from his home, stoned, trying to get his wits about him long enough to follow me down the road. I’m both me and Johnny right now. I see the terror in his eyes when he realized I was taking her. I feel that horror welling up inside of me now.

      Devastation seeps into my veins and slows everything down. I knew the first night I met Marko that I should’ve just walked away.

      I love you, Coogan.

      He shouldn’t.

      I fly through the streets, and that ain't some bloody metaphor. With the rain slicking the asphalt, my tires can't get any traction. I cut the next corner too close, going a little too fast, and the damn back end swishes like it’s on hinges.

      Don't die. Not here. You can die twenty kilometers outside of town, but not in center of bloody Stirling.

      The lights of town dim and fade away, replaced quickly by the shadows of the open road. I can't see where I'm going, but I have a feeling I know where I might find him.

      I hope like hell my gut is wrong.

      Hunches are warnings deeply rooted in our minds. We might dismiss them as guesses, but don’t doubt what your mind has paid attention to—even if you were never aware of it before that moment.

      That’s the Comrade’s voice I hear—his wisdom ringing out in the darkness. Why the bloody hell am I thinking about him? I haven’t thought about him… well, since the day Shade stabbed me.

      The moon’s tucked behind clouds. I can’t make out any markers. I don’t know how long I’ve been driving. For all I know, I’ve passed the point and didn’t even notice it.

      But then…

      A spark, so fast I almost miss it as I blink. And then there's another, a quick flash of light in the dead center of the road. It sounds like echoing thunder.

      I slam the breaks, fighting with the wheel to keep the car from spinning. My heart lodges in my throat. Inconvenient as the damn thing is, it seems hell-bent on beating so frantically that it’s all but seizing. I can’t swallow. I can’t breathe. I’m choking on the reality of what I just witnessed.

      Two gunshots.

      My headlights aim towards the left shoulder of the road. Even if the light were doused, I’d know where I was. It’s fate, you see. This crossing is as cursed as I am.

      I pry my hands from the wheel and take a shallow breath as I exit the car. My gun’s tucked behind my back. I don’t reach for it, holding my hands up as I walk around the car door.

      It’s something I recall learning ages ago. Not something any instructor ever thought to train me on. Show of force is important. Protection is vital. But when you’re stepping into the line of sight of a man in the midst of calling in his debts, you don’t offer him a reason to cash yours out, too.

      I haven’t been Johnny’s mate for sixteen years, but I don’t want to be his enemy, either. I’ve never wanted that. I take a fair bit of responsibility to the hate in his heart. If what he needs to do is shoot me, then so be it. “John, please—”

      I start to speak but a strangled cry stalls my words. I hear feet running away and something hard fall to the ground. I don’t know how I hear it with the rain falling so hard.

      But the loud thud seems to echo all around me, ramming straight to the center of my chest.

      I’m a few meters away. I know I should rush. That’s what people do when someone is in trouble, aye? But each step I take gets slower and slower until I’m not moving at all. I can’t get any closer.

      I can hear a grating, choking sound that will stick in my ears for the rest of my life, like a wounded animal on the verge of death.

      No, there’s no need to be in a hurry. Johnny wouldn't aim to injure. He'd shoot to kill.

      The glow from the headlights cast just enough light on the road for me to make out a large dark lump ahead. It shifts and shakes in unnatural ways, begging the world to not let it go.

      Oh God.

      I don’t know if I’m crying or if it’s just the rain. My hands work in and out of fists.

      “Help.”

      Bloody hell.

      That lone word inspires the frenzy I’ve held back. I run the rest of the distance.

      Maybe there’s still hope.

      I fall to my knees when I reach him, patting my hands along him to get my bearings, trying to get a better look. It's strange, as I feel a heavy overcoat, a damn bit more flesh on his body than there should be.

      “Help.”

      I recognize the voice just as I get him situated enough for me to make out his face.

      MacGinty.

      Blood coats the man’s lips. He cradles his stomach as if he’s afraid his insides will come spilling out. What the bloody hell is going on?

      “Who did this?” I ask him.

      He coughs, spewing up bits of blood. His eyes go wide, and I know he ain’t seeing me. He’s seeing the devil.

      I let go of him just before he takes his last breath, letting him slump to the road.

      Bile builds in the back of my throat, a mix of adrenaline and relief, merging with something else I don’t want to give a name to. I can’t say that I’m surprised this is how his life would end, but I daresay I’m shocked. Who would have the balls to attack the boss out here? Someone powerful? Or worse, some with something to prove?

      I hear a sound behind me, and I react, jumping to my feet with my gun drawn. I don’t stop to think about it, don’t hesitate at all, firing a shot in the direction of the noise as I narrow my eyes.

      Nothing but rain.

      I don’t investigate it further, don’t waste another second on whatever this is I just walked into.

      I run back to the car and head back to town.

      Where the hell is Marko?
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      I don’t sleep.

      I spend the next few hours circling the town until a thought crosses my mind. And so I park outside the church, looking like death warmed over and not giving two bloody fucks about it.

      Whoever felt confident enough to off MacGinty last night probably won’t be satisfied with only taking out the king. Plenty of others will gather together here today to lay Bret to rest. Figureheads of the Swordsmen, men like my da and even Kate’s da.

      It’s not safe.

      So focused on keeping Marko alive, I let it distract me from the bigger picture here. Bret was murdered, and now MacGinty's dead, too. I figured someone in the club had been behind it for whatever reason, but maybe it was someone from the outside trying to get in.

      Bret was just the warning shot.

      The rain cleared up not long before sunrise. Everything’s still wet, kept that way by a light layer of fog. My breath is visible as I stand here, watching.

      Stirling is asleep—or rather, it’s barely stirring awake.

      I never asked for specifics on the burial. There’s no need, really. Tradition around here is that at dawn the family moves the body to the graveside, and shortly thereafter, the ceremony begins.

      I pace in front of the church until I see a steady line of people heading in the direction of the graveyard. I fall in step in the middle of the crowd, eyes continuously scanning. There’s no bloody telling what to expect. I’ve got my gun in my pocket, my finger on the trigger. Comrade would tell me that’s a surefire way to blow off my dick. Shade would probably point out that’s why she’s glad she doesn’t have one.

      Why the bloody hell am I thinking about her now?

      Glutton for punishment, I suppose.

      I’ve lost Marko. Bret’s dead. MacGinty’s body is lying on the road at the edge of town, and I’m suddenly in the middle of a field assignment I’m unprepared for. Might as well throw gasoline on the flames and think about my old partner who abandoned me.

      Everyone funnels into a spot facing the southern part of the yard. A mound of dirt is piled next to a dip pit—Bret’s empty coffin sits ready to be lowered down.

      I stall at the edge of the congregation. I tell myself it’s because I need to stay alert for danger. Truth is, I don’t want to get any closer. I’ve never been one for funerals.

      Funerals are miserable affairs. That’s a pretty obvious statement. No one goes to a funeral to be happy. And yet, the entire concept is all about keeping people content. Funerals have nothing to do with the dead and everything to do with pacifying the living.

      We pay respects. We shed tears.

      We say they’ll live on in our memories.

      And it’s really just because we hope someone will do that for us when we’re gone.

      I honestly don’t know if anyone will stand over my body when I’m gone. It’s a reality of my job, one I took on willingly when I agreed to become one of the Deadly Seven. My death will likely result from a mission and no one will know it ever happened. My team might mourn me. A star will go on a wall in a building not many people have access to.

      But a day like this will never be held for me.

      That’s what’s best. I’m not supposed to let anyone in.

      I love you, Coogan.

      Scanning the faces around me, I find my parents easy enough. Maw is clutched to Da’s chest, sobbing. He holds her with a stoic look on his face.

      Is that how they’d look if I died?

      I keep searching the crowd. No Marko. Johnny and Kate are at the front, next to Bret’s gran. A few other Swordsmen stand close to the priest. There aren’t any flowers or that crap you see in movies. We don’t do that here—not for the loss of Swordsmen.

      I narrow in my sight on Johnny. He doesn’t look drunk or even hung-over, nor does he have the look of a man who just killed his boss. He genuinely just looks sad.

      The priest begins the ceremony, asking for everyone to bow their heads. I don’t do it. I ain’t got anything to ask of God. I know Bret was a good person, a kind soul. He’s gone up top, no help from me required.

      Also, it’s not wise to lower my guard just for the sake of prayer. Plenty of men have been killed while asking God for this or that. Just ask Father Brodie.

      The priest speaks the Lord’s Prayer and talks of Bret’s youth as if he were any part of it. I tune it out, falling back into the memories I haven’t been able to stop since I saw Bret in Germany. He would have stood here today with a fidget in his body. He’d loosen his collar, tugging on his tie. He’d run his hands down the front of his pants. He’d worry that he’d say the wrong thing and cause someone more pain than they should need on a day like this.

      Aye, Bret was the best of us.

      Johnny walks over to stand next to the good Father then. He’s got a claymore sword clutched in his right hand, angled down towards Bret’s grave.

      A memory sweeps through my mind.

      Marko’s squeezed into a tiny hotel shower with me, running his hands down my back.

      “What’s with the sword?” he asks, referring to the tattoo that runs the length of my back.

      I don’t tell him what it really stands for—that it was an initiation into a gang.

      Instead, I try to explain what the symbol means. “You ever hear the phrase ‘test your mettle’?”

      “No. I’m Russian. We have our own sayings, most of which I try not to pay attention to, and that wasn’t one of them.”

      That makes me smile. “It means prove what you can face, test your courage and fortitude to carry on.”

      “Da,” he says. “We say ‘my ne imeyem nichego khuzhe, chem smert’ strakha’, meaning ‘we have nothing worse than death to fear’. If you can believe that you can prove yourself able to survive anything.”

      I like that. I memorize it.

      “Well, where I grew up, some of us would say ‘test your metal’, not mettle. Our endurance is tied to a blade and when we prove our metal, we’re proving we can be as sharp and deadly as a sword. Once you do that, prove it, they mark you forever by it.”

      “So that’s what this is?” he asks, tracing the lines of ink with his finger. “You proved your metal. How?”

      I watch as Johnny plants the sword at the head of Bret’s grave. That should be me doing that. I talked both those lads into this. I should be the one carrying that burden today.

      “How did you prove your metal?”

      “You kill someone,” I whisper.

      Those words hang in the air around me. I’m far enough away from the rest of the mourners that no one hears me speak. I never confessed it to Marko. I changed the subject by sticking my tongue in his mouth, but that was the answer.

      When I left, Bret had only the hilt. If I had remained in town, I would have made damn sure he never gained a blade. I think of the pin on his label in Germany—the fact that he died on that plane.

      He did much more than earn that blade over the past sixteen years.

      Movement in the trees near us catches my attention, distracting me. A black cat crawls along a branch a few feet away. I watch it slink along. I’m not one to believe in omens, but Stirling was built upon them.

      My eyes scan the crowd again, stalling on each face. I pat my pockets. No knife, but definitely a loaded gun.

      Blond hair.

      My focus shifts to a man standing off to the side of the main crowd. He’s wearing a heavy jacket with the collar turned up and a baseball cap. That’s why I missed him earlier. Just enough of his hair can be seen that I recognize it.

      It can’t be mere coincidence that put him at the airport, the pub, and now the funeral with me. He ran when he saw me watching him last night. That puts him on my shady wanker list. I walk towards him, slowly, so not to draw any attention. He’s watching the service, and yet, he’s not. His stance is stiff, his hands buried in the pockets of his jacket. He shifts his weight, glancing around just as I get within a few steps of him.

      Gotcha.

      “I see you,” I say.

      I start to ask who he is, but the bastard turns and runs.

      With my gun in hand, I follow him, hoping we don’t catch the attention of anyone at the funeral. I don’t want to make a scene. Not today. But I’ll be damned if this bastard doesn’t have something to do with my suspicious feeling.

      He’s quick, dodging through a small grouping of trees, but I know this land like the back of my hand and cut him off, kicking his legs out from under him easily enough.

      He falls with a grunt, holding his hands up in surrender.

      “Who are you?” I ask, standing over him.

      He keeps his left hand raised, but reaches slowly into his breast pocket for a badge. I snatch it from him and inspect it for authenticity as he says, “Interpol. Agent Rusak.”

      Interpol. Agent Rusak. Bloody hell, he’s Russian.

      I back off a bit. The badge looks legit. I hold on to it and lower my gun a few inches. “What the bloody hell are you doing here?”

      He glances over my shoulder, and that's when I realize I did it again.

      I missed the bigger picture here.

      A knee goes into my back before my gun’s ripped from my hand. Strong arms secure my wrists together behind me.

      Fuck.

      “Coogan MacNeal,” an officer says, locking handcuffs around my wrists. “You’re under arrest.”

      “For what?”

      He’s tight-lipped, turning his attention to help Agent Rusak up off the ground.

      I block the rest out as other officers surround me. This ain’t the first time I’ve been detained. It probably won’t be the last time, either.

      We’re far enough away from the ceremony that no one seems to notice me being escorted to an unmark car around the front of the church—or if anyone does notice, they don’t care to react.

      Twenty minutes flat and I’m sitting in an interrogation room on the wrong bloody side of the table.

      I’m told that I’m a suspect for murder and offered a solicitor before any questioning takes place. I decline. If it weren’t for the fact that I didn’t do anything warranting me being in here, and the real murderer is still at large, I might find this situation funny.

      Fuck it, I laugh.

      I ain’t above finding the irony in life.

      The door opens, and two cops walk in. I know they're the every day, local variety from the way they move. Besides, they look pretty familiar to me.

      Curious that Interpol was on scene, yet the locals are doing the questioning.

      What is all of this about?

      They sit on the opposite side of the table from me, both holding file folders that I assume are supposed to be intimidating.

      “You’re wasting your time.”

      The one on the right throws his folder down. A few pictures peek from the edges as the force shoves them about. His lips twitch and pinch. Aw, goody, he’s the bad cop. “So you’re admitting you did it?”

      “Did what?”

      He sneers. “Don’t act innocent. Evidence was found on you. You’re going away for a long time.”

      I look to the other one and ask, “Is he deaf?”

      The cop on the left doesn’t play his part as well. He doesn’t smile or try to win me over. He remains stoic and still, resting his folder down gently as he says, “You were informed when you were brought in—Murder.”

      Aye, they told me that. They didn’t tell me who it was I supposedly murdered, though. Truth is, I’ve committed multiple acts of murder in this town. It was only a matter of time until one of them caught up with me.

      “Who?” I ask.

      He said evidence was found on me. I’d say that pointed to my gun. The Council issued it to me eleven years ago. I’ve never fired it within the city’s boundaries, so I’m really interested to find out where they’re going with this.

      “You tell us,” the cop on the right says, shifting back in his seat, crossing his arms over his chest.

      He’s shit at this. I’m offended, frankly. I’m one of the best interrogators around, and this is the wanker that questions me?

      “Fergus MacGinty was found shot to death this morning,” the cop on the left says.

      “And you think I killed him?”

      “You don’t look surprised to hear he’s dead,” the cop on the right notes.

      I sigh. “You brought me in here on a murder charge. Seems fitting that someone died.”

      The cop on the right leans forward to rest his elbows on the table. “You think a smart mouth is going to save you?”

      I have a smartass comment for that, but I bite it back. “What’s the evidence?”

      “We’re the ones doing the questioning.”

      “Oh really?” I say with my eyebrows raised. “I hadn’t realized that.”

      “You ruddy bastard—”

      “Bobby,” the cop on the left says, nudging his partner.

      I give good old Bobby a look and turn my attention to the other cop. He’s kept his hands resting on top of the folder in front of him. He glances down to them and back up to me. “What you’ve been charged with isn’t what we’re here to speak to you about.”

      I really wish I were making this shit up. These are the fellas paid to keep us all safe. This is the top-notch quality the tax-paying dollar is earning.

      “Then why are you wasting my time?” I ask.

      “Just like his goddamn da,” Bobby mutters, shifting back in his seat again.

      “Is he high?” I ask.

      The cop on the left rolls his eyes and pushes forward. “Ballistics has your gun. We believe they’ll determine you fired it within the past ten hours. We also have three spent bullet casings that match those in the clip of that gun.”

      Three spent bullet casings.

      Those words settle into my brain and slide slowly and thickly down to my stomach, making me ill. I did fire my gun, and close enough to MacGinty’s body that it would be believed I shot at him instead of away, but I only fired one shot.

      Those other two didn't come from me.

      Bobby breathes a laugh and says, “Ha, say something smart now!”

      I keep my mouth shut. This ain’t an interrogation. I get that easy enough now. Those folders, they’re filled with other cases, other crimes, things they're going to want me to inform upon.

      I’ve been set up.

      I know how this goes. I'm not a fool.

      “MacNeal, I’m not going to bother asking if you know anything about the Swordsmen," the cop on the left says. "Everyone in this town knows you were once one of them.”

      My skin becomes stone. I don’t respond.

      He continues. “Look, we can swing it, make it into a self-defense charge.”

      He’s no good at this, either. You don’t tell me up front what my 'get out of jail free' card entails. You make me earn that shit. At least start off making me think you’re just going to reduce my sentence. Don’t tell me it’s all but easy to fake the entire context of my case.

      “Tell me what you want from me,” I say.

      “These files are every case we’ve ever built against the Swordsmen.”

      They drop picture after picture on the table in front of me. Some I don’t recognize, some crimes done long before and after my time, while some are ones I know I committed. I catch on without them explaining. I’m to rat on the rest of the Swordsmen and then I can go along my merry.

      Original, the idea is not.

      Roger Milligan’s picture catches my eye. “I thought he ran away from home.”

      I keep my face neutral. Even I believe, right now, that I don’t know what happened to Roger Bloody Milligan.

      “No one ever found his body or reported him dead, but he disappeared off the face of the earth. Last person he was seen with was Lucian McCray,” the cop on the left says. “Back then, McCray was just a street solider, but it seems he’s moved up in ranks, a regular guard dog now.”

      I recall Lucian from my visit to the mansion. An uneasy feeling settles over me. Roger avoided MacGinty's men at all costs, so why would he be with Lucian McCray that day? I hadn’t ever considered the idea that Roger might've been killed. His wrists were cut. I assumed that meant he killed himself. He wrote that note… he was overly dramatic and manic and obsessed. It made sense that he would go out in such a morbid way.

      But what if MacGinty had him killed and staged it for me to find him?

      Why would he have done that? MacGinty wouldn’t have invested the time and interest into even knowing what I meant to Roger. Although, he did have me cut off Roger’s finger, but that was to teach Roger a lesson. And nothing ever came of me finding Roger's body other than MacGinty cleaning it up.

      And asking me for a favor.

      A few more pictures fall onto the table, and then I see her, the favor in question—Isla. She lies prone against the asphalt, just like the last time I saw her.

      “Lovely, isn’t she?” Bobby asks, catching me looking at her. “Poor lass. Never really could link the killing to MacGinty, but I don’t doubt at all that he was involved.”

      I’ve ran enough interrogations to know I ought not open my mouth, but it doesn’t sit right with me that they'd include her death in anything to do with MacGinty. I was smart. I was efficient. She was killed outside of town with an unregistered gun that I left at the scene. Other than the fact that she was seen often with Johnny, nothing linked her to club.

      “What makes her so special?” I ask.

      The cop makes a sound that I assume is meant to be a laugh before he says, “Didn’t you know? You were his golden boy once, weren’t you?”

      Funny, I don’t recall knowing a Bobby. He looks roughly my age, though, and I have no doubt he grew up here. Bobby appears to have a chip on his shoulder about my being a Swordsman.

      That gives me some leverage.

      “That right there is Isla McKenzie," Bobby says, "Fergus MacGinty’s illegitimate daughter. Sent an uproar through the ranks when she died, I heard. The real boss wasn’t happy with MacGinty making his personal vendettas so public.”

      “That’s enough, Bobby,” the cop on the left says, giving him a look of warning.

      Doesn’t matter if Bobby says another word at this point. I have all the pieces now. Isla wasn’t just some back alley slag that Johnny fell into. No, she was MacGinty’s blood.

      What the hell did I do sixteen years ago for that man?

      And what the hell does he mean by the real boss? These cops are more incompetent than I thought.

      “Just give us one. One case. One name. Link the Swordsmen to one of these and you can leave.”

      “Charge me,” I say. If they’ve officially charged me with this murder theory, I should be released as soon as we’re done speaking.

      “There’s no honor among criminals, lad. Maybe you should speak to a solicitor.”

      I don’t really care if a solicitor speaks for me or not. I’m in a corner here with no real way out, but I ain’t a rat. Never have been and never will be.

      “Aye,” I say. “I’ll do that.”

      They leave the room, not taking their pictures with them.

      I stare at the picture of Isla, my mind spinning in a hundred different directions.

      I can see the bigger picture now. Everything’s connected.

      I look to the door. Just one question remains…

      How the bloody hell do I get out of here?
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      “How long until I get to leave?”

      The solicitor, a fella by the name of O’Brien, peers at me over the rim of his spectacles. We’ve been in this bloody interrogation room for an hour—at most they can only hold me for another ten or so hours. Protocol is to charge me and then release me with a set date of when to return to court. This speccy bastard hasn’t said more than ten words to me the entire time he’s been here.

      I’m having my doubts that he’s going to clear my name in court.

      “You haven’t technically been charged with anything yet, Mr. MacNeal.”

      Mr. MacNeal. That’s my grandda, that is.

      I don’t like this. It’s the kind of wank we’d pull at HQ. I haven’t been charged, but my conviction is all but stamped into action. They can hold me for up to thirty-six hours without a charge. Who knows who else could be hurt in that amount of time? That was the point. Whoever did kill MacGinty knew this would happened—wanted me out of the way.

      I was set up from the start.

      “It’s all circumstantial,” I argue.

      He looks over a paper from his briefcase, shaking his head. “No, it’s not. This evidence is damning. My professional advice is you take whatever deal they’re offering.”

      I stare at him, dumbfounded. “That’s it, then? You ain’t even going to ask me if I did it?”

      He returns his attention to his paperwork. “Did you?”

      I close my hand into a fist. Goddamn duty solicitors. Useless.

      “Are you going to do anything?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he says, collecting his papers and tucking them into a neat pile. “I’m going to go submit these forms.”

      I’m baffled as the man stands. “What are they?”

      If I haven’t even been charged, what could those possibly be?

      “My payroll.”

      Bloody wanker. He’s yet to earn a pound of that paycheck. I don’t say as much as he leaves the room. Corrupt, backwards… downright pitiful. Aye, the legal system in Stirling hasn’t changed at all.

      The door opens again, and I almost hate to look, but I do, catching a glimpse of short blond hair.

      Agent Rusak.

      Brilliant. The international wank has arrived.

      “Look,” I say, rubbing my temples with my eyes closed. “I get you've got a job to do, but I have nothing to say, so save your breath, mate.”

      He doesn’t say anything, just lingers by the door. Oh great, now here’s this asshole thinking he can get in my head by playing games.

      “Wow.”

      He says that word so softly that I’m taken aback. His voice doesn’t sound right.

      I glance up, doing a double take. It’s the agent from the graveyard, aye, but he's shrunk a tad. I know I was preoccupied with conspiracy theories and adrenaline, but this lad is a good third of a meter shorter. The man I chased down was three centimeters or so taller than me.

      He’s still blond, still handsome, but something about his face feels off.

      “Who—?”

      The door opening again interrupts me. Bobby struts in, looking as if someone’s pissed in his tea.

      “Can’t believe this,” Bobby grumbles, shoving a file at Agent Rusak.

      “What’s that?" I ask, "You found the real killer?”

      Bobby snorts. “Hardly. Apparently, you’ve got bigger fish looking to gobble you up.”

      He’s an odd man. There’s simply no two ways about that.

      “Agent Bricken here will be taking you into custody,” Bobby informs me.

      Agent… Bricken? Thought the lad's name was Rusak? Bricken sounds familiar—can’t quite put my finger on why.

      Rusak, or Bricken, whoever he really is, motions for me to stand up as he approaches. I do, turning to let him put me in handcuffs.

      Something’s not right about this, but I don’t fight it. It's getting me out of this room and away from the police station. I’ll deal with the next step after I’ve done that.

      “Should have taken our offer, MacNeal,” Bobby says, stopping us at the door. "You'd be free right now."

      Aye, at the cost of everyone else.

      “Get out of my way,” I tell him.

      It’s a short walk through the station and out the front door. Bricken leads me to a black sedan parked along the curb down the block. He holds open the front passenger side door and motions for me to get in.

      Odd. Aren’t we fugitives normally transported in the back?

      I climb in without question, more intrigued to riddle this out than concerned with self-preservation. He walks around the front of the car and climbs behind the wheel. My eyes track his movements, focusing on his hands. He wears a pair of black leather gloves, smaller in size than I would expect.

      Strange.

      “Bricken,” I say as the car pulls away and merges into traffic. “Thought you said your name was Agent Rusak.”

      The agent groans, mumbling, “Un-fucking-believable, MacNeal.”

      I flinch at the sound of those words, recognition striking me. I know that voice. “Shade?”

      “Did you seriously just figure that out right now?” Shade asks, giving me a sidelong glance. “You’re slipping.”

      I am. I wasn’t looking for something like this to be at play. Never in a million years would I have guessed Shade would appear here to help me. I didn’t need any help; I was about to be released as it was. She’s making everything worse if anything. And why is she here anyway? I haven’t been held long enough for anyone to even know I was picked up.

      I reserve my questions, giving her a proper once-over, stunned. It’s a damn good effect—makeup, wig, and shoulder pads. My gaze stalls when I reach her lap. Bloody hell. “Shade, are you, uh…?”

      “Am I what?”

      “Is that a rubber dick in your pants?”

      I laugh, long and hard, at the bulge in her pants. Ace and I have teased her for years about having a pair of iron balls, but this takes the cake.

      She shifts in her seat and punches my arm. “Asshole. And yes, it’s ridiculous. How do you guys sit on these things?”

      “Well, the trick is to actually not sit on them. I mean, I like to sit on dicks, but that’s something entirely different.”

      She rolls her eyes—eyes that are a lovely shade of blue instead of her normal hazel. She pulled out all the stops here. I'm bloody impressed—and confused. “Are you kidnapping me?”

      “Yep, doing the world a favor and locking you in a tall tower,” she says, pointing ahead to where Stirling Castle is in view. “No fucking way that this place has a castle—still can’t believe that.”

      Still. She didn’t just pop in to spring me from jail with this elaborate charade. “How long have you been here, Shade? Why are you here?”

      “You first.”

      There’s accusation in her voice that I try not to find amusing. She shows up in my hometown dressed as a man and has the audacity to act like I’m the one out of place?

      “This is where I grew up.”

      She stops at a red light and nods ever so subtly—like all I’ve done is confirmed what she expected me to say. “Is that the only reason you’re here right now?”

      I shake my head.

      We drive to the next red light and stop again, and again she looks to me. “What have you been up to, MacNeal?”

      “You first,” I say, turning her own interrogation back on her.

      She smiles. It’s a smile I recognize from earlier days—from when we were easy friends who had unshakeable trust in each other. “I’ve been enjoying the local cuisine.”

      “You can have the same food in Edinburgh.”

      “That I can. And I have,” she says.

      She’s been to Edinburgh? And now she’s in Stirling. I’m a paranoid bastard. I’ll be the first one to admit that. But Shade is skilled in surveillance and murder. If she’s been trailing someone for any amount of time, it’s never because she wants to catch up with them—it’s because they’re her next target. She’s been on a trail I’ve followed lately—has she been following me? I’m not saying she’s trying to kill me—at least I don’t think I am. I don’t believe in coincidences.

      “Been in touch with the Council lately?” I ask.

      She laughs—doesn’t answer the question, but just finds it amusing.

      “Take a right at the next corner,” I tell her. “There’s a park you can stop in.”

      “Why do I want to stop?”

      I rattle my wrists. “I’d like these off.”

      I don’t like the feel of being caged. The only person I’ve ever willingly allowed to put me in handcuffs is Marko.

      “Aw, yeah,” she says. “You never answered my question, though.”

      “You never answered mine.”

      She takes that right I suggested and pulls into the park, driving until she finds the most secluded spot to stop. The engine’s still running, she’s looking off in the distance when she says, “You know, I was technically born in Saudi Arabia—in Hassan’s house. Mom went along with it, because she didn’t have the money for hospitals and shit, so when he offered, she said okay.”

      I have no idea why the woman has chosen this moment to say this, or why she thinks I bloody care to know this information.

      “I tell people I’m from San Diego, but really that’s just where I lived with my mom.”

      She turns towards me, an expecting look in her eyes.

      I’m baffled by this entire exchange so I just say, “Aye.”

      Her face scrunches with what I recognize is aggravation. She gives me that look a lot. Can’t say I’ve ever riddled out why.

      “Aye,” she says with a forced accent. “You’re so damn annoying, MacNeal. I thought time apart was supposed to make people more likable.”

      I shrug. “Maybe I’d be a damn dream with my hands unshackled.”

      Why isn’t she jumping to that already? Maybe she doesn’t plan to. This ain’t sitting right with me. She looks like Rusac and she’s been following me around—she’s up to something. I shift around with unease, slowly moving my hands to the door handle. If all else fails, I’ll just run home with my hands tied behind my back—wouldn’t be the first time.

      “Stop trying to run away, MacNeal,” Shade says, stalling me for half a tick. “If I unlock those will you stick around and talk? Tell me what you’ve been doing and I’ll spill about my op.”

      Her op?  She’s been working on a job? Here? That can’t be possible. Ace told me they’re replacing her position in the Deadly Seven. If she’s working on a job it’s something rogue.

      Bloody hell. I’m curious now. Aye, I’ll stick around to hear about this. I nod and swing around for her to free my wrists.

      “There,” she says, tossing the cuffs to the floorboard, “my show of good faith. Now you tell me why you’re here. You’ve always said you’re not allowed to go home. What brought you here now?”

      I rub my wrists. There’s no sense lying to Shade—no information can be hidden deep enough for her not to find. “Friend of mine died.”

      “In the plane that exploded?”

      The plane didn’t make any national news—still, it’s not suspicious for her to make that leap. A plane exploded carrying a man who lived here.

      I’m getting an idea of what she’s on about. “What do you know?” I ask.

      “I know I had to waste this make up on helping you out of jail.”

      “For the record, I didn’t need you to rescue me,” I tell her when she doesn't explain anything.

      “Thank you,” she says, exaggerating the pronunciation. “Say it with me.”

      I ignore that. “Why are you here?”

      “Seemed unrealistic to just let you walk away on your own after I sprang you with the guise of an international warrant.”

      “Shade,” I say, dragging the letters of her name out. "Tell me what's going on."

      She lets out an exasperated huff. “I didn’t want to drag you into it, and now it seems like we’re working the same thing from different ends.”

      “The plane? You know something about that?”

      “Been trying to piece shit together, yeah.”

      “Aye, this op you mentioned?”

      She nods. “More like a hobby, but calling it an op makes me feel less like a nutball with an unhealthy obsession.”

      I smile at that. We’re all nutballs with crazy obsessions in our line of work. For the first time since I sat down in this car I relax. Shade’s here, she has my back—that’s reassuring in a way I didn’t expect. I’m paranoid, aye, but I also trust this woman to a bloody fault. This moment is feeling like an odd sort of déjà vu it wasn’t long ago that we sat in opposite seats and tried to riddle out the how’s and why’s of her life falling apart from a conspiracy. Now it’s my life disassembling. Leave it to Shade to stab me one day and bring the glue to hold me back together the next.

      Leave it to Shade to not give me no option but to not dwell on the past so we can survive the present.

      “You ever hear the name Barry Bricken?” she asks.

      Back at the station, when I heard that was her cover name it sounded familiar. I still can’t place it. Something makes me feel like I heard it in Germany—maybe read it somewhere.

      “I think so,” I say. “Did I ever question a man by that name?’

      “Doubt it. I think he works for the Russian branch of DMG.”

      Ah, so she’s not here for Bret. And now I get it, the hobby she mentioned. She’s been investigating the underground terrorist organization that led to her and the Comrade losing their jobs with the Deadly Seven—damn near cost them their lives, their sanity.

      “Why’s that? Who is he?”

      “He doesn’t have an identity—not a real one. His face pops up in a few covert KGB ops as a cleaner, but there’s no name—no past.”

      A cleaner. A killer.

      He's the fella you send in when you want something—or someone—erased from existence.

      “What links him to DMG?”

      Her eyes shift from my face to the windshield and back a few times. She’s looking outside when she says, “Because Nikolai recognized his face.”

      “As in, when he was…”

      “Yeah.”

      General Nikolai Zolkov, the Comrade, had been tortured and psychologically reprogramed to become an assassin for DMG after being captured on a mission. None of us had known, figuring he was dead, until he showed up six months ago and tried to kill Shade. She gave up her entire career—her entire life—to save him from it.

      “So he remembers it all, then?”

      “It’s hard to explain,” she says, avoiding any real discussion about it. Can’t say I blame her. Those bastards had hijacked her mind, too.

      She stabbed me, remember? It has to be a raw nerve.

      “And Bricken is his name? That doesn’t sound Russian.”

      “Bricken is one of his aliases. He’s also gone by Penkin, Messier, Agostoni, and even Phillips.”

      That’s a wide range of nationalities he’s played. The guy must be a ghost.

      Taking in Shade’s appearance again, I remind myself that it’s very easy to become a shadow. She’s got naturally tanned skin with brunette hair, but you’d not know that to look at her now.

      “Is that prosthetics or just makeup?” I ask, poking the side of her fake nose.

      Bloody hell, she’s even got twelve o’clock shadow on her chin.

      She slaps my hand away. “Get off. It’s a little of both.”

      “Didn’t know you were still in contact with effects department.”

      “I’m not.” I quirk a brow in question and she offers, “Hassan has a lot of money.”

      “So you stuck around with dear old dad, huh?”

      “Not the conversation we’re having right now, MacNeal.”

      That tickles me a bit. Shade never has been one to want to talk the touchy feely shit—that’s what makes us such good friends.

      “Okay, so this cleaner, Bricken… what does he have to do with you being in Stirling wearing his face?”

      “That takes us back to that plane that exploded with your friend on board.”

      “Aye.”

      “Well, Bricken it was supposed to be on it, but I don’t know if he made the flight or not. Three bodies were found in the wreckage—two pilots and one passenger.”

      Three bodies were found. That doesn’t match with the empty casket I just saw put into the ground this morning.

      “No bodies.”

      “What?”

      “We were told there weren’t any bodies found.”

      “Technically, there were, but they immediately cremated them just a few miles from Heathrow.”

      “Who—?” I don’t even have to ask. Whoever planted the bomb wanted every trace of those on board to be wiped from the earth. That complicates it all a bit—whoever planted the bomb had someone waiting over here in Scotland to dispose of any evidence.

      Is that why Tom couldn’t get me any information on the bomb?

      “You listening to me?” she asks, smacking my arm. I shake my head and she starts over. “I said, I’m guessing the passenger was your friend? Duncan?”

      Bret Duncan. I don’t confirm or deny that Bret was my friend. Instead I ask, “If only three people were found then Bricken didn’t get on the plane, aye?”

      “That’s where it gets tricky. Only one pilot was listed on the manifest.”

      Only one pilot and the bodies were destroyed immediately. Aye, that is tricky. Or it’s simple. Someone Bret knew got on the plane with the device to set off the bomb.

      “Then why would they even list the third body in findings? Why not just burn the bodies and say no survivors?”

      “Why indeed,” she says, wagging a finger like she’s Sherlock Bloody Holmes.

      The lass knows I hate suspense for the sake of theatrics. “If you know why, then say.”

      “I have a theory…well…had a theory. My first instinct was that Bricken had to be the other guy. He got on that plane and destroyed it in a suicide blaze of glory in the name of DMG.”

      “You said you weren’t sure he got on the plane. Was he listed on the manifest?” She shakes her head, no. “Then what intel do you have on him having any connection to the plane?”

      “I might have had eyes on him in Germany and…might have read his lips when he phoned in the specs of that flight to his superiors.”

      She bloody did what? “You were in Germany a week ago?”

      “Also not the conversation we’re having right now.”

      Ace was just in my bloody face asking about her—can’t help but find the fact that she was right under his pretty boy nose.

      “Stop laughing and let me finish this explanation, please,” she says with a flat look as she waits for me to shut my shit. “So, he obviously had to have something to do with that specific plane, and a third body with no identity was recorded in the wreckage. It didn’t make any sense, though. I’ve been tracking him because of chatter of that he’s changed roles from his KGB days—he’s a contractor for DMG. So why waste him on a suicide mission? Which got me thinking—who was the guy who he killed with that bomb? I did some digging. Duncan was the only name on the manifest, other than the pilot.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck are standing on end in warning. “Aye.”

      “And that’s when my first instinct kind of went to hell. All my research produced were reasons Bricken would want the guy alive and as an ally. Duncan worked for the labor movement here in Scotland and was at a diplomat function in Germany.”

      She ain’t telling me anything new. And with all the research she’s done on this case, I’m sure she knows I too was at that function in Germany.

      “But he was also a member of a local…organization here in Stirling,” she says.

      “Is that why you came here?”

      She gives me this odd look—like she’s trying to decide what to say next based on my reaction to that last bit of news. “I came here to find out what I could about Duncan and happened upon an entirely unexpected motive when I figured out where the bomb came from.”

      “Wait, the bomb was destroyed at the airport?”

      “Oh no, it was destroyed too, like the bodies.”

      “But you have specs on the bomb?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How?”

      “I know people.”

      “I know people, too, and my people couldn’t find anything out about the bomb.”

      There’s a twinkle in her damn eye when she says, “Guess I know better people.”

      Tom ain’t my bestie, but he’s one of the best at what he does. I take offense for him over her statement. “I highly doubt that.”

      “Come on, MacNeal. I live with an international black market arms dealer. I know different people.”

      Okay, she has a point there.

      “Anyway, the bomb had a trace signature to one that was used in a terrorist attack here roughly twenty years ago.”

      A terrorist attack? “What are you talking about?”

      “Some lunatic blew up a church.”

      I can’t help it. I laugh, so hard I start crying, my stomach aching.

      Shade confirms that I’ve lost my mind with the look on her face. “What’s so funny?”

      I can’t even begin to explain it to her. I won’t. I just shake my head.

      “O-kay,” she says, continuing. “So I figured the bomb was planted by Bricken, but maybe it was planted by someone from here—maybe Duncan was the suicide bomber, trying to take out Bricken.”

      That’s a sobering thought, but I dismiss it immediately. Bret wouldn’t volunteer for something so foolish, and MacGinty wouldn’t concern himself with global politics like DMG.

      “Still not sure what to make of it all, though,” she says. “I mean, this dude works for DMG, so I wouldn't really call him a victim, but whoever's out to get him blew up a plane and took out a church.”

      It’s wrong—sick, really—but I laugh again. “I'm not sure the two are connected.”

      “You wanna share with me why that is?”

      I shake my head, saying, “Have your people call my people.”

      “So you decided to, what... walk around looking like a clone of this Bricken lad? To what end?”

      “Best way to track down whoever is trying to kill you is to prove to them that they haven’t succeeded.”

      I’ve heard that before. Comrade used to tell us that.

      “How long have you been in Stirling?”

      “Just a few hours.”

      “And you haven’t run into me before busting me out of that interrogation room, aye?”

      “No, I was doing some recon of the police station when I saw you, of all people, being hauled in.”

      I sat in the police station for two hours. That’s all it took for her to pull together and forge the proper paperwork to get me released on an international warrant. And that’s why she’s the best.

      “Why?” she asks.

      “Why what?’

      “What don’t you think the church and the plane were hit by the same guy?”

      She also tenacious, to say the least. I should cut her some slack—lass has a fake face on right now to riddle this out. How do I explain it to her, though?

      Why? Well, there’s the rub, I suppose. I have been considering everything connected all along. I figured MacGinty had the plane blown up, which fits Shade's theory, since MacGinty was the one who sent me to the church all those years ago. But the rest of it? It just doesn't quite make sense. Why would MacGinty be targeting some Russian cleaner? And why sacrifice Bret?

      And now, on top of it, MacGinty is dead.

      It's possible Bricken got to MacGinty, took out the man who tried to kill him. But why would Bricken be following me around, pretending to be Interpol?

      What piece am I missing in all of this?

      How do I factor in?

      “Let’s just say I hope they’re not connected,” I say, caught up in my own brain.

      “Yeah?”

      I shake it off. It’s just a gut hunch. Probably goes to show how self-centered I am.

      But the suspicion that I was somehow led here keeps growing stronger. This isn't some coincidence. The only common link in this whole thing is yours, truly.

      “You can add another name to his aliases—Agent Rusak with Interpol.”

      Her eyes go wide. “Wait, are you saying…that’s why you asked me about Rusak when you got into the car? So, I was right and he’s not dead?”

      No, he’s not, but Bret is. I don’t know if I want to cry or punch something over the fact that there may have been nothing behind Bret’s death. He could've simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Goddamn irony.

      “He’s the one who arrested me.”

      The gears in her head get to work and she’s looking out the side window and the windshield as she puts more and more pieces together.

      “What was it?” I ask. “The trace signature on the bomb.”

      I never concerned myself with investigating the crate I deposited in Brodie’s office that night. I was just a lad, and furthermore, it didn’t really matter who put the damn thing together. I figured, what's done is done. No one would ever find out the truth around Stirling. But I’ve always taken an interest in building things, especially after that night. I built a flash-bomb that got me kicked out of the Royal Academy. I built an EMP emitter to neutralize Zolkov for Shade. Technology, it piques my interest, and now I find I’m curious how that bomb was made.

      “Oh, it was—”

      She’s cut off by the sound of a phone ringing. We stare at each other, both waiting for the other to answer it.

      The officers confiscated my phone after I was brought in.

      “Not mine,” Shade says.

      "Me, either," I say, checking the seat around me, narrowing in on the sound. “Your foot.”

      Shade searches the floorboard, producing a plastic bag filled with my personal items.

      “Oh, right, here, this is yours,” she offers with a sheepish smile.

      I roll my eyes and snatch it from her, digging out the burner phone. Only one person has this number. I’m not sure how to feel about Tom taking the chance to actually call me.

      “Aye?” I answer.

      “MacNeal?" Tom sounds relieved. "I was worried you lost your phone again.”

      “Aye, well…" I sort of did. "What’s this about?”

      Shade mouths, “Who is it?”

      I hold up two fingers, which makes her punch me in the arm.

      “Got a hit on the name you left with me.”

      Name? I asked him to look into the Swordsmen. “Jog my memory, Tom.”

      I see Shade perk up—interested in hearing more about Tom, no doubt.

      You can’t have my people, Shade.

      “The name you told me to monitor in case it popped up… kid by the name of Veltriv?"

      My heart stops beating. Marko. "Aye? What about it?"

      “Intercepted a call from a hospital in the ass end of Scotland to the Russian consulate in Germany. Seems the kid has been brought in—”

      “Out,” I shout, jumping out of the car.

      Shade follows my command, staring at me dumbfounded as I round the front of the car and dive behind the wheel. She jumps in the back seconds before I gun the gas.

      “What’s going on?” she asks.

      Tom’s not stopped blabbering, telling me what little he knows. I don’t hear much of it beyond Marko was admitted in a terrible state, but no other information about what might've happened.

      “Which hospital?”

      “Stirling Community.”

      I hang up the phone and focus on driving. I know where I’m going. It’s an automatic reflex. Only a matter of minutes later, I’m pulling into a parking stall, exiting the car. I’m not even sure I shut the engine off.

      Shade’s at my back, running to keep up. “Whoa, why are we at the hospital? MacNeal, talk to me.”

      We tear through the main lobby, heading straight to the secondary one used for the ER. A nurse wearing hot pink scrubs smiles at me. Poor girl, some people just don’t deserve kindness—I’m about to be one of them.

      “Veltriv,” I bark at her. "Where is he?"

      She’s tougher than she looks, blinking up at me calmly, still holding on to that smile as she says, “I’m sorry? How can I help you?”

      “Take me to see Marko Veltriv.”

      “And who may you be, love?”

      My hands work in and out of fists. Who am I? I almost say I'm his boyfriend, but that's not true anymore, is it? Was it ever? All I know at the moment is I’m the fella that’s going to level this place if I'm not taken to him.

      “He’s a friend,” I hear Shade say behind me, trying to use a male voice. It’s ridiculous. She’s putting herself in danger of exposure by being here. She should have waited in the car.

      “And you’re his friend, I take it?” the nurse asks Shade.

      Aye, the only one I seem to have left.

      “Are you who tells us where to find people?” I ask. "Or do I need to be talking to somebody else?"

      The look she gives me tells me that she’s about to tell me where I can bloody go.

      Shade grabs my arm, pulling me away from the woman, saying, “We’re looking for a good friend of ours that we heard might be here. Any information you can tell us would be greatly appreciated.”

      The nurse looks from Shade to me, informing us where the waiting room is. I don’t know if she promises to look into the situation or if she’s just writing us off, but Shade steers me towards a row of plastic chairs and I take a seat before my emotions bubble over.

      I can’t get a hold on my thoughts. I just keep seeing Marko, keeping thinking about the look in his eyes when he walked away. I should have followed him. I should have said whatever he needed to hear and now it might be too late.

      I love you, Coogan.

      Bloody hell. How could someone like him ever love someone like me?

      “Hey, you still with me?”

      Shade taps her foot against my shoe and she drops down into the chair beside me.

      I bent over with my head in my hands. How long have we been sitting here?

      “Any news?” I ask, looking to her.

      I don’t want to see the face she's wearing right now. It’s not the face of a friend. It’s wrong. The face of the blond lad is nothing more than a reminder of the whole bloody situation that led us to Stirling. Marko wouldn’t have ever come to here, wouldn’t have been pushed to admit his feelings for me, if it weren’t for that bomb going off.

      I should have just walked away from Marko Veltriv that very first time. I should have never involved him in my life.

      Shade frowns. “They're calling it an overdose."

      Overdose.

      Marko is irresponsible on his best days.

      I drove him to his worst.

      "Is he…?" I can hardly bring myself to think it, much less say the words. "Please tell me he's okay."

      "Well, it’s bad, but he’s stable.”

      Relief rushes through me. “Aye? Can I see him?”

      Glancing around, I see several other people crammed into the waiting room, so many that a few have to stand. Are hospitals always this bloody busy? The nurse with the hot pink scrubs is nowhere in sight.

      “I don’t think so," Shade says. "At least not yet. He’s being moved to ICU.”

      “Did the nurse say how long that would take?”

      “Nah, she hasn’t talked to me since we sat down.”

      I sit back, side-eyeing her. “Then how do you know anything?”

      “I snooped.”

      She snooped. I notice she’s changed clothes—or rather, she’s taken off her coat.

      Something white lies across her lap.

      A lab coat.

      Despite the storm raging inside of me, I find that amusing. “You playing recon again, Shade?”

      “Nasty habit that I just can’t seem to shake,” she says with a wink.

      I run my hand over my face and through my hair.

      Ask her.

      Don’t ask her.

      I need to know more about what’s going on.

      I can’t handle one more bloody thing.

      “It wasn’t an overdose,” she chimes in before I can say anything. "That might be what they're calling it, but it's not."

      “Really?”

      “I took a peek at his toxicology report,” she says. “Don’t get me wrong, he was fucked up. There were traces of coke and MDMA in his system, but there was something else, too. An undetermined toxin.”

      “Poison,” I say.

      She shrugs. “He probably just bought some bad shit. You know they cut that crap with—”

      “Poison,” I say again.

      “Lesser quality chemicals that can do some real damage, yeah.”

      Poison. Why won’t she just say it?

      My hands wring together in my lap, my knee jumping as I get lost in thought.

      “Someone must've poisoned him,” I say. “Marko can afford the best. He’s smart enough to make sure he doesn’t shove just anything up his nose.”

      Shade stares at me like she’s trying to decide if I’m worth the breath it’ll take to say whatever she’s thinking. She decides I’m not, shaking her head as she stands and walks off.

      I follow, keeping only a foot of distance behind her. The room is a bustle of movement and noise, bodies shifting around as they wait. Wait for news. Wait for relief. Wait for someone to process them and take them back to the rooms beyond the security door.

      I mark the level of security we’ll need to get through. Two guards stand at the sides of the door. Nurses and doctors come and go with little more than a flash of their identification badges.

      I can see how Shade made it through so easily.

      I give myself a mental pep talk, remind myself to get my shit together. I’ll get caught in a second if I don’t pay attention and—

      Shade veers off to the right, changing direction. I watch her strut right into the men's toilet, and I stand outside for a half a second before she pops her head back out. “Get your ass in here.”

      I follow, confused. Shade checks the stalls, making sure we're alone, before she locks the door to keep it that way, regarding me again with that indecisive look.

      “What are we doing?” I ask.

      She taps her foot a few times, passive and calm. Bloody maddening.

      “Shade, I don't have time for this. I need to make sure he's okay.”

      “Tell me something,” she says, leaning against the door, blocking it so I can't leave. “Is the reason he’s in town because you brought him here to meet your family?”

      Hilarious. “No.”

      She smiles—bloody shit-eating grin. “Come on, don’t lie.”

      It ain’t a lie, and I find no amusement in her enjoyment. “Marko wasn’t invited here.”

      “Really?”

      “Aye, I would’ve preferred he didn’t show up. Especially now that someone has poisoned him.”

      “Why would someone poison him?”

      “For the exact reason we sometimes get paid to protect him. He’s rich. He’s got ties to Russian government. He’s—”

      “In a country that really wouldn’t know any of that about him unless he strutted around town in a parade he paid for. Which, I’m not saying he wouldn’t do, but I highly doubt he did. So try again. Why do you assume someone poisoned him?”

      “Because he’s my… he’s… me and he…”

      I’m two seconds away from knocking the smirk off her face.

      “You and he are…”

      I glare.

      “Okay, you don’t have to put name on it, but other than me, who even knows that you two are what you are?”

      “Pretty much everyone here.”

      “Wait, you didn’t bring him here to meet your family, but everyone in town knows he’s your… whatever?”

      “Look, I had a friend on that plane. I came here for his funeral and Marko followed.”

      All signs of her mirth are instantly gone. “I’m sorry about your friend.”

      “Aye, well, that’s what happened. Now, why are we wasting time in here?”

      She unfolds the lab coat tucked her arm and hands me a wad of blue fabric. I unravel it, finding a pair of blue scrubs, even a matching bonnet and some shoe covers.

      I shoot her a look.

      “We gotta top to bottom change your look if we’re getting you in there. That nurse talked you up to everybody.”

      I groan, stripping right then and there. I ditch my clothes in the trash, looking around for some place to put my wallet and my phone. These damn things don’t have pockets.

      “Here,” Shade says, handing me the coat.

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll just steal another one.”

      I slip the elastic bonnet over my hair and tell her to shut up when she laughs.

      Simple enough, we walk straight past the guards and navigate our way down some corridors. There’s an incessant beeping that echoes all around, no matter how far we travel. I’ve no doubt it’s more than one, and I’m sure it’s not as loud as I’m hearing it, but it’s all that exists as we search from room to room, from bed to bed, from broken body to broken body.

      I’d like to say it was harder to gain access to the ICU, but it was actually easier. We followed a group of nurses in and just slipped away once we passed the main desk.

      That beep is here, too—slower than it had been in the emergency room.

      Maybe it’s just all in my head, but my heart beats in rhythm with it. I rub my hand against my chest, lightly clawing my nails over my heart. It’s going too slow. I’m all sorts of frantic, so how can my heart be so calm?

      “MacNeal.”

      I turn at the sound of my name, seeing Shade wave me to a room off to the left.

      Deep breath.

      Walk, not run. My hands shake when I reach the door.

      “Is he okay?” I ask. I whisper. Maybe I just think it. I don’t bloody know.

      Shade nods. “He’s asleep.”

      Asleep. Not dead. Not in pain. He’s just knocked out.

      I can see him like that. I've watched him sleep so many times before.

      Easy, gently, I shuffle into the room.

      And there he is.

      Dark hair. Pale skin. Wide shoulders. He’s striking even in a flimsy hospital gown with an oxygen tube in his nose. I watch the rise and fall of his chest, matching my breaths to his. And that beep, that damn obnoxious beep, becomes music to my ears.

      His heart is still beating.

      I may have broken it, but it still works.

      “He looks good, aye?” I say, keeping my distance.

      Shade sits on the edge of his bed, boldly flipping through his chart. “He’s lucky. No major damage. They pumped his stomach and knocked him out.”

      No major damage. Thank fuck for that.

      “They called his parents, though.”

      Aye, I knew that. Tom said the intercept was from the Russian consulate. I figured it was because they were contacting the Veltrivs to come retrieve him.

      That’s good. He needs to be with them. He needs to go home. He needs to live.

      “You wanna sit?” Shade asks.

      I shake my head, backing out of the room.

      We’re tucked back in a corner part of the ICU, far enough away that the main desk has no direct view of us. I know we don’t have privacy. Cameras and such are all about. Patients lay in beds just off the sides of where we stand and at any second someone can walk by.

      But I feel like I can breathe again as I sit in a chair across the hall from the doorway.

      “What are you doing?” Shade asks, appearing in his doorway. “You wanted to see him.”

      Aye, I did. “I saw him.”

      Bonkers. Her eyes tell me I’m bonkers. “What the hell is wrong with you today?”

      Today? She’s thinking this is a solitary event? That’s generous of her.

      There’s something wrong with me, but it ain’t exclusive to right now.

      “He’s going to be pissed if he wakes up and you’re not there," she says. "It’s bad enough he got fucked up alone. Why weren’t you around?”

      “You writing a book about my life?” I ask, resting my elbows on my thighs.

      “If I were, this could very well be the epilogue when someone you thought loved you chokes you to death.”

      I glare up at her as she’s glaring down at me.

      “We broke up.”

      She didn’t expect that. She even takes a minute to let it sink in before she asks, “Why?”

      “We can’t have lives, Shade. You know that.”

      Her gaze shifts down the hall as I sit back in my chair.

      “What’s it like?” I ask.

      She narrows her eyes as she gives me a sidelong look. “What?”

      “Being in the thick of it.”

      It’s something I’ve always wondered, ever since I got my shiny new title of Head Dude Who Gets to Stay Home All the Time and Ask Questions.

      “Thick,” she echoes with a brow raise. “You mean… fieldwork?”

      I nod.

      “You know," she says. "You’ve been in the field.”

      “Aye… well, no. I mean, what’s it like to be constantly in the field?”

      “You’ve been in the field, MacNeal. You know.”

      That’s funny. I laugh. She acts like taking one step into the field is the same as always being out there. I’ve spent damn near all but ten percent of the past ten years tethered to an interrogation room. “I’ve been on maybe five field assignments and all but one of them was just to pull your ass out of trouble.”

      “Hey,” she says, punching my shoulder. “That one time in Gaza wasn’t necessary. I was on top of it.”

      “Oh, aye, chained up and hanging from the ceiling. I could see you were well on your way to freedom.”

      “I would have figured it out,” she grumbles.

      “Truly, though, is it all bombs and bullets and chains from the ceiling?”

      She considers it for all of five seconds. “Nah, it’s more like that time we waited for Ace in Somalia. You remember that? All hurry up and wait and hope nothing happens.”

      "That ain't true, Shade. I've read your reports—"

      She stalls me with a sharp laugh. "Please, you know better than anyone that ink and paper is always more fabulous than reality. Reality doesn't come close to being as impressive."

      I don’t know that that’s the answer I wanted to hear. So, even being out in the field wouldn’t necessarily make my life too dangerous to share with someone?

      She senses, or maybe even sees it then—I’m not just making small talk. “What’s this about?”

      “I’ve kept so much of me shut off. And I know it’s necessary, we were told it’s a part of the job. There’s some threat that comes with the work we do that shouldn’t ever touch the people we…” I clear my throat and force out the bloody word. “Love.”

      She inclines her head and silently tells me to go on.

      I cast my eyes in the direction of Marko’s room. “I’m beginning to realize the biggest threat in my life is me.”

      "You think he’s in that bed because of you?”

      “Someone poisoned him.”

      “I’ve known that dumbass almost as long as you have, MacNeal. No one forces Marko to get high.”

      “This wasn’t just about the drugs…”

      “Today. And honestly, you haven't convinced me that this was deliberate. Plenty of people end up in the hospital every single day because of low-quality drugs. Marko played roulette each time he used. The bullet just happened to be in his chamber this time. He’s an addict, plain and simple.”

      My hands are fists. I ain’t gonna defend his addictions. I understand them too deeply to ever waste my breath trying to explain it to someone who doesn’t get it.

      “Truth is," she says. "You’re scared.”

      I scoff.

      “It’s damn easy for us to blame our jobs for why we stay alone," she says, "but that's just an excuse. Life’s too short to come up with reasons why we shouldn’t live it.”

      “Is that one of the Comrade’s sayings, then?”

      She shrugs, but the way her lips turn up tells me the answer.

      “You have to admit he has a point," she says. "And besides, the way I see it, if two deadly bastards like us are lucky enough to find two Russian idiots who not only care about us but like our violence... well, that's not something we should think too hard about. Yeah?"

      I've missed talking to Shade. "Aye."

      She nods in the direction of the exit. "Walk me out."

      It's a command, not a question, and it’s unexpected. "You don't want to wait for him to wake up?"

      "I'm not the Prince Charming in that damsel's book, MacNeal. Besides, last time Marko woke up under these conditions, he thought we were about to have a threesome. Not going through that again."

      I roll my eyes as she enjoys her joking at my expense.

      "Be a goddamn gentleman and walk me out. I don’t like staying too long in one place these days."

      I offer her my arm. "Right this way, m'lady convict."

      It's a somber trek we make to the door and down the short walkway that lets us out at the edge of the parking lot.

      I'm lost in my thoughts until Shade nudges something against my chest. Looking down, I see a knife in her hand. For half a second, I think she's stabbing me again. Only there's no pain this time.

      "It's supposed to be like yours," she says, shaking the bloody thing until I take it.

      It's then I see the blade is tucked away between two ivory handles—no danger to be had even in the hands of Shade. I take it, testing the weight as I sling my wrist to the side. The hinges stick a tad. It's new, untouched. The four-inch blade is sleek and shiny and looks sharp enough to cut through bone with not much force.

      Aye, it's nearly identical to my old knife.

      "I'm sorry," Shade says. "You know, for trying to kill you and all."

      I run my thumb along the flat edge of the knife. "Aye."

      I don't have to see her to know she's glaring at me. I’ve said the dreaded word again. She hates when I say it.

      Can’t help it. It's all the answer I've got right now.

      "So, where are you off to now?" I ask.

      She doesn't respond. I look up and find myself all alone.

      "That's my move, Shade," I yell into the empty lot.

      I told her long ago that I had her back so long as she had mine. I paid up on my end when she went rogue. And today she made good on her side.

      I know I'll see her again. I've no doubt about that.

      I toss my new knife into the air and catch it a few times, letting the sensation calm me in a way I thought nothing could anymore.

      That's the thing about the things we lose, I suppose. We think there's no way we can replace them, when all we're really doing is denying ourselves.

      I tuck the blade away, sliding the knife into my pocket. For the first time in a long time, I feel complete.

      The exit door swings open with a heavy clunk, drawing my attention back to the hospital.

      Almost. I almost feel complete.

      I slip back inside, returning to Marko’s little corner in the ICU, and plop my ass back down in the plastic chair across from his room.

      You’re a bloody coward.

      I can’t argue with that.

      You’re scared.

      Aye, just might be.

      You’re glad he’s in that bed.

      There’s the real truth of it. He could have been shot. He could have been kidnapped. He could have been mauled by wolverines.

      Okay, the wolverine bit is a tad farfetched, but the others are all very real possibilities. Shade tells me that shit happens no matter what. I understand that. I brushed up against dangerous shit throughout my childhood here. I never shrunk away from it—I was drawn to it.

      Marko’s drawn to it.

      I drop my head into hands for the umpteenth time today. What’s even going on in my world anymore? There are murderers on the loose—a goddamn terrorist spotted in town. And I’m here dressed in throwaway blue scrubs instead of going out and saving the world.

      My pocket buzzes, and I retrieve the burner, figuring it has to be Tom again, surprised to find a text message on the screen.

      Forgot to answer your question earlier.

      I’m smacked cross the brain when I see the name ‘Shade’ programmed in at the top of the screen above the message. She programmed my burner phone. When did she even have time to do that?

      How did you get this number?

      Her response is immediate.

      Please, I’m a technological genius.

      I roll my eyes at that.

      Anyway, the answer is collapsible circuit.

      I’m unable to place the question. Luckily, Shade figures as much.

      The bomb signature. It had a very distinct collapsible circuit hotwired in. Made it impossible to be stopped. Reports said once the thing was put in place there was no way it wasn’t going off.

      I read it twice. Four times. Sixty.

      Collapsible circuit.

      I know all about those.

      No, it couldn’t be. Could it?

      Moments of my life start lining up and shifting as the biggest picture of all falls into place.

      All this time, I saw the devil in only one person. I never dreamed he could have been a front.

      I trade my phone for my new knife and give Marko one last glance before heading for the exit.

      I might just figure this thing out, after all.
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      “Gani!”

      I’ve taken two steps into the house, shaking raindrops from my hair as I close the backdoor, when I hear my name echo off the walls.

      What did I do now?

      Da shouts again. “Gani, if you’re here—”

      “Aye,” I holler. “I just got home.”

      He’s upstairs. I know, because I can see the ceiling shake as he stomps his way to the stairs. I drop my knapsack by the kitchen table and plop down into a chair. No sense going to find him, he’s on a tear to locate me.

      The door swings open and I brace myself.

      “Where is it?”

      I’m often baffled by adults, always have been. They call us lads mindless and then they go about asking questions like that. I’ve just returned home from being at school all day. There are a great deal many items in my possession, and I have no bloody clue which of them he’s referring to.

      “What?”

      “Don’t play stupid with me,” Da says.

      I resist the urge to laugh. “It ain’t an act. I don’t know what you’re looking for.”

      He grabs my bag and begins dumping everything out. I cringe as a pack of smokes, three condoms, and a copy of GQ fall out. Brad Pitt’s on the cover. Da and I share an awkward look as he shoves it back into the bag.

      “Ain’t you got books you should be carrying?”

      “Is this about my grades?”

      “No.”

      “Then what does it matter?”

      He sighs, tossing the bag at me. Scrubbing his hands over his face, he takes the seat beside me. I collect the rest of my stuff and toss it back into the bag.

      “I don’t want you running round this weekend,” he says.

      I want to argue. I finally have my license and Bret was gonna talk his gran out of her car for us to drive into Edinburgh Saturday. But the look on his face warns I need to do what I’m told.

      I’ve seen that look before. It’s followed by an arse-load of pain.

      “Aye, sir,” I say.

      “I mean it, Gani,” he says, because he apparently thinks I’m deaf. “Don’t even leave the house.”

      Now that is unreasonable torture. “What if I just go to Bret’s—?”

      It happens so fast I feel the pain before I realize what he’s done. The back of his hand smacks my lip and shuts me up.

      “What did I say, boy?”

      I look down. “Stay in the house.”

      “Aye, maybe if you read some of those bloody books at school I wouldn’t have to repeat myself.”

      I bite my tongue.

      “I’m sorry,” he says almost instantly. “I didn’t mean to hit you. I just… not safe right now.”

      Not safe? I glance up, speaking without thinking. “Is this about MacGinty threatening the government?”

      He smacks me a second time, and this one he doesn’t apologize for. “Don’t you ever say that again! What have I always told you?”

      I rub the back of my fist against my lip. “Don’t concern yourself with MacGinty’s business unless you want to become it.”

      “Aye.”

      He used to tell me that, and I thought it meant he too was afraid to get mixed up with the devil, but I now know differently. I know he’s his right hand. I want to ask him about it. My curiosity always gets the best of me.

      “Go up to your room,” he says, waving me away.

      I do as I’m told, stalling at the door to ask, “What are you looking for?”

      He stares at nothing, wringing his hands. “A mess of wires and a circuit board.”

      Aw, damn. I’m going to get wallaped again.

      “That’s out in the garage,” I say, my voice shaking a bit.

      He looks to me with a laugh that confuses me. “Aye, figured you would be the one to take it. What were you doing with it?”

      I shrug. “Just messing about. Built a collapsible circuit.”

      “Did you now? How did you learn how to do that?”

      “I read a book.”

      “Guess you’re smarter than I give you credit for, aye?”

      I nod. “What are you using it for?”

      He laughs again, shoving to his feet. “It so happens that’s what I planned to make, too.”
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      Blood.

      'This is our legacy, little Coogan.'

      My earliest memory is of my grandda slitting his own throat over me. My first taste that I can recall is that of the coppery blood flavor. That’s the sort of thing that screws someone up for life. A wound that can’t be healed—a fear that can’t ever be faced.

      I suppose plenty of people will say it did screw me up—I can’t ever be fixed.

      Personally, I think I turned out all right, all things considered. The wound may not have healed, but at least it didn’t get infected and fester. And the fear? Well, the fear was chased away by the clarity of reality. People die. It’s a fact I came to terms when the second his body stopped moving. Bad shit happens that we don’t have any control over. That one took me a few more years to really take to heart.

      Not everything is as we think.

      That last bit took me the longest to learn. I was a damn teenager before it came to me—the full memory. I’d forgotten, or repressed, or maybe I just didn’t bloody understand as a four-year-old, but I know now my Da was in the room when it happened. The two of them had been fighting. Grandda moved towards me to prove a point, and that was when it happened.

      My life was changed forever as his throat got slit.

      Only Da’s hand, not Grandda’s, held the knife when it happened.

      I never confronted him about it. What was the point? Grandda was a horrible man who did terrible things. I’ve no shame in saying I believe he deserved to die. Any rate, that’s not really the point. The point is, I didn’t see the whole picture until it was too late. I didn’t understand what my da was capable of.

      It’s dark—pitch black.

      The day’s been swallowed up by mourning and conspiracies and more anxiety than I’ve felt in years.

      I sit. I wait.

      It’s not long until I hear a low, soft thump echoing in the darkness. Ten steps to the lamp at the edge of the room. I count them, squinting when the light flicks on.

      He’s not surprised to find me here, even though I was silent when I slipped into the house.

      He leans on his cane as he says, “Gani? Thought you left.”

      “You told me not to without saying goodbye to Maw,” I remind him.

      “Aye. She’s had a rough go today.”

      “And who’s fault is that?”

      I didn’t mean to say that. I was aiming for a little finesse, planning on working this so that he confessed everything unwittingly.

      Suppose I’ll never have the upper hand on the old man.

      He’s just as unaffected by my accusation as he was by my being here, taking the seat across from me with little more than a purse of his lips. “Wondered when you’d figure it out.”

      I stare at my da. I’m speechless. No, that’s not it. There’s just nothing I have to say. He had a secret. I now know it. I’m having a hard time accepting it, but I know it.

      All my life I believed in this man. Believed that he was strict. Believed that he sought a simple life.

      Believed that he was a tool for another man’s evil.

      The real boss. Didn’t make any sense when the cops said that, but what I was thinking back in the car with Shade never stopped spinning. There wasn’t any play for MacGinty to kill Bret, or even try to Bricken. Those weren’t things he would have ordered. Any member of the group who took matters into their own hands and did that would already be dead. MacGinty doesn’t have loyalty to anyone but MacGinty.

      That’s why he had me brought to his house that day. He thought I was the one who set the bomb. And the only reason I was allowed to walk out of that alive was that my da showed up.

      Da.

      I never suspected that he was the one calling the shots.

      Never realized he was actually the devil.

      Everything—every bloody move made by the Swordsmen—hadn't been ruled by MacGinty.

      Douglas MacNeal orchestrated it.

      “Go ahead, son,” he says, resting his cane to the side of his chair. “Ask me.”

      “How long?”

      “You already know that or else we wouldn’t be talking. Ask me.”

      Aye, he’s right. Once I figured it out, I could all but trace it back to that day in my room. The day Grandda fought for the right to lead and Da asserted his claim.

      “Why let everyone think MacGinty was the one in charge?”

      “Why does the Pope travel in a bulletproof car? Stop wasting my time, boy. Ask me.”

      Okay, I’ll give him that, too. It makes sense. It's bloody brilliant, really. Have MacGinty be the public face so no one ever notices the real threat. Paint the target on MacGinty’s back so when he dies, as he eventually would, business could continue as usual.

      I’m stuck in my own head a little too long for his liking, so he echoes, “Ask me.”

      Ask him.

      “Ask me.”

      Ask him.

      “Bloody hell, son, grow some bollocks and just—”

      I'm on my feet, pacing to the bookshelf and back, my new knife twirling as I walk. It’s an effortless movement that comes back to me like breathing.

      “Huh,” Da says. “Figured you lost that.”

      I toss the blade and catch it, over and over, not offering a response to that comment. I did lose the one he’s thinking about.

      “Bring it here.”

      I stall on the next pass, taking in the sight of him with his stern face and his open waiting hand—the same hand that slit his own da’s throat.

      I don’t hesitate, twisting the handles to hide the blade. I march over and do as he asks, dropping the hilt into his hand.

      He turns it over, inspecting it. I stand less than a foot away with my arms at my sides.

      Ask him.

      “Did you kill Bret?”

      His thumb slides along the ivory in the handle.

      I choke on the anticipation of his answer.

      He smiles, flicking his wrist just so to open the handle and reveal the blade. The shine catches the small bit of light from the lamp. “It’s close, but it’s not the one I gave you, is it?”

      “It’s new.”

      “Huh, suppose that’s always the way of it. Nothing lasts forever.”

      He tucks the blade away and holds the hilt out for me.

      I glare at it but don’t take it, asking again, “Did you kill Bret?”

      He sighs, resting back in his chair. “Aye.”

      He looks to me, staring straight into my eyes when he confirms it. Aye.

      I have to sit down, staggering back to the chair and falling into it, muttering, “Bloody hell.”

      “Never wanted any of this for any of you lads, Gani," he says. "Seems worthless to say that—all men want what’s best for their sons.”

      “Not all of them.”

      He shrugs and goes back to looking at my knife. “Hurts me to admit, but Bret had become a liability. He got in too deep with matters Fergus believed he kept hidden from me.”

      Bricken.

      Go figure. MacGinty was working with the worst of the worst.

      You weren’t born yesterday, MacNeal. Don’t blend fact with assumption.

      “How am supposed to believe you weren’t the one sending Bret down the wrong path?”

      “Why would I lie about it?”

      A bitter bark of laughter shakes my chest. “You’ve lied about all of it.”

      “I’ve never once lied about it. When have you ever asked me about any of it to know?”

      Never. I can’t recall a time I questioned him about business. That’s not something one did. This feels all sorts of wrong now. You never discuss the business unless you want to become it.

      “You want to call me a name, lad, you best be able to back it up.”

      He tosses the knife in my direction, and I let it bounce on to the floor.

      I don’t want to believe what he’s saying. I can’t. Bret was the good one—the most innocent of us all. Johnny, sure. I'd believe Johnny could work with the likes of DMG, but I can't believe Bret would ever sink so low. Hell, if he were to tell me I was some undercover double agent that I wasn’t even aware of, I'd believe that before this.

      Not Bret.

      Never Bret.

      “I’ll never forgive you for this.”

      That’s a weak proclamation. It’s fear spilling out of my lips. I don’t like the taste of it in my mouth.

      I spit.

      “Did you know,” he asks, reclining back in his chair like some weight’s been lifted off of his chest, “that Fergus had a daughter close to your age?”

      “I know now.”

      “So he didn’t bother telling you when he sent you to kill her?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek.

      “I knew even back then. Fergus never agreed with the design of it all. He thought, since his neck was the one on display, that he deserved more of the power. He thought he could make decisions without me. He had a piece on the side, Isla’s maw—a lass named Lilly. She saw things, heard things, and repeated those things to men with badges, so he killed her for it. Did a piss poor job of it, too. I had to help him bury her.”

      I’m struck by a memory—the body at the church garden. Isla’s maw?

      “Guess I did a piss poor job at that, too, though, because we were seen.”

      I grind the nail of my thumb into my forefinger. I never told anyone what I saw.

      “You remember the Milligan boy, don’t you?”

      Roger? Aye, I wish I could forget him.

      “Poor lad saw us, thought he was doing the right thing by telling that priest.”

      “That’s why you blew up the church?”

      He snorts. “Hardly. Priest was extorting some of the club's lads, telling them he’d go to the cops if they didn’t give him a cut. Knowing anything about Lilly was just a cherry on top of Fergus’ revenge. No, the one Fergus went after over that was Roger. He tormented that lad to no end.”

      He doesn’t have to tell me that. I’m the one who cut off Roger’s finger. The one who pounded him in the ass. The one who found him dead with his wrists cut.

      Roger's wasn’t the only head MacGinty was looking to get into.

      “Never could pinpoint it, but I know he had something to do with the lad disappearing. Would’ve looked into it more if…”

      Da trails off and shakes his head.

      I hear what he doesn’t say. That’s when I became MacGinty’s right hand. I imagine that didn’t go over well with the real boss.

      And that’s exactly why he did it, I realize. He killed Roger to seal my fate. A destiny as a tool against Da and as a mindless mutt he could unleash on those who did him wrong.

      Like his own flesh and blood.

      “He didn’t tell me to kill Isla," I say. "He told me to bring her in and to kill John.”

      “Couldn’t kill him, huh?” he asks, leaning forward, daring me.

      “I’d never kill family.”

      That’s the funniest thing I’ve ever said to him. He looks damn near in tears as he laughs. “You’d kill anyone if you wanted to, Gani. Don’t act as if the apple fell anywhere far from my tree.”

      I shake my head. “I probably should’ve killed Johnny. He wouldn’t be the monster he is today.”

      “It must be so very difficult, son, to know everything the way that you do.”

      I make a face.

      “It’s unfortunate you killed anyone that night," Da says. "Isla was spying but not on the Swordsmen—just on her da.”

      My head’s about to split open—overwhelmed by all these epiphanies. They’re simple truths, really. All of them were right there in front of me, all of my life. I just never paid attention. Da had been trying to stop MacGinty for years, and I mucked it up, every single time.

      “So tell me,” I say. “If what you say is true, why frame me for MacGinty’s murder?”

      It bugged me when the cops told me they found four casings. I couldn’t riddle out how that had been so… until I recalled my gift at Bret’s wake. I tossed three bullets into the coffin. Whoever shot MacGinty took them to do it, while I supplied the last one firing into the shadows minutes later. Whoever framed me for that had been at the wake.

      His eyes widen. “You didn’t do that?”

      The bloody hell?

      “Of course not.”

      “Gani, I honestly believed you’d done it,” he says around a nervous laugh. “Especially after Johnny told me MacGinty had men following Marko around.”

      Marko.

      My heart does this annoying flip-flop in my chest, and I unconsciously reach for the knife on the floor. “Did he put an order out?”

      “What?”

      “Did MacGinty order his men to kill Marko?” I ask, enunciating each word slowly.

      He looks genuinely confused. “No, why would he? He just had them following the lad so he knew where you were.”

      “Don’t bullshit me, Da. He was poisoned today.”

      “Poisoned? Get out, that’s not Fergus’ style. Shoot him, make him disappear, aye, but not poison him. Leave his body full of evidence? Bollocks! What happened? Is he all right? Tell me he’s, all right, son.”

      I ignore the concern in his voice. Maybe he really does like Marko, but I don’t care right now. I need to know the truth.

      “He was… I don't know.” I don’t even know where it happened. “He had drugs in his system—”

      “And all that other shite that don’t belong, aye?”

      His brows are raised, and he looks ready to wallap something. I’m grown man, fit to fight myself, and I still brace for impact.

      “I told him. I’ve warned Fergus for years to stop pushing that shite. He gets a bigger cut on account of it being mostly low-grade. Makes the stuff too strong, messes with the body.”

      “So you're saying it wasn’t deliberate?”

      “I’ll look into it, but I fear the answer will be no. You lads knew to go outside of town to get the good stuff.”

      That sentence wiggles into my ear and rolls around in my brain. He would have murdered me back then if he caught us doing any of the things we did. Wouldn’t he?

      I’ve fallen down a rabbit hole.

      “Framed, huh?” he asks, contemplating. “Wish I could give you a name for that one. None of my men would have the spine. Even MacGinty never had the bollocks to try. He used you, but he knew death would be the nicest thing I would do to him if he ever hurt you.”

      I suppose emotionally and psychologically didn’t count.

      I shove to my feet. I have nothing further to say.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Back to Germany.”

      I head for the door. His cane shoots out in front of me, narrowly missing tripping me. “Not without saying goodbye to your Maw, you’re not.”

      I stall, casting him a glare, before moving to the stairs.

      I don’t like the word ‘goodbye’. I suppose it ain’t the word itself. It’s just a word. I don’t have anything against it. I just don’t like the concept behind it. There’s nothing good about telling someone you’re leaving—especially when you can’t promise you’ll ever be back.

      I don’t use the word. I don’t apply the concept.

      I just move where I’m meant to move and hope whoever is waiting for me doesn’t let me go.

      I never let any of them go.

      Even when I'm no longer with them, they're still with me.

      They're always with me.

      It’s darker at the top of the stairs. I look to my right, staring at my closed bedroom door for half a second. I won’t say goodbye to that room—I’ll just say good riddance. The next time I see it, if there ever comes a day that I do, I hope it’s nothing more than a pile of ash that can’t be distinguished from any other part of this house.

      The door to my parents’ room is open, more darkness greeting me inside. I can hear the steady rhythm of Maw’s breathing as she sleeps soundly.

      I shouldn’t wake her. She’s peaceful and calm right now. I don’t need to upset that.

      But I owe her a goodbye.

      I creep in as quietly as possible. I never got that soundless bullshit that the Comrade tried to teach us down, but I don’t hear a disturbance in her breaths.

      I stop at her side of the bed, thinking. How do I go about doing this? What do I say? I’m going to break her heart no matter what.

      Just grow a pair and do it.

      I turn on the lamp beside the bed, surprised to find her very much awake—and aiming a small revolver straight at me.

      Her eyes go wide as she takes in the sight of me. “Gani, what are you doing here?”

      She doesn’t lower the gun, and for some reason, that amuses me even more than the fact that she fooled me into thinking she was asleep.

      “Getting shot, apparently.”

      She’s confused, and I nod to the gun. “Oh, sorry, love. It’s just…well, it’s just a necessary thing, ain’t it?”

      She tucks the thing under her pillow.

      For the first time in my life, I realize I’m every bit her son as I am Da’s. "Aye, I suppose it is."

      “What brings you by this late at night?" she asks. "Sit, please.”

      I sit at the edge of the bed, my elbows on my thighs and my hands wringing together.

      “Oh my.”

      “What?” I ask, keeping my eyes on my hands.

      “Nothing, Gani. It’s just been so long since I’ve seen you here like this.”

      “You saw me last night, Maw.”

      “Not like this. You were probably four or five the last time I saw you this way—on my bed in the middle of the night, worries on your mind.”

      “I ain’t got any worries tonight.”

      It’s a lie. I know it is.

      “Don’t lie to your maw.”

      I laugh. Aye, I’m definitely her son.

      “I suppose I should say I’m not here to tell you about those worries, then.”

      “Why are you here?”

      Because I figured out what I was fighting and realized I can’t beat it. Because I know now that the one man I believed thought I was a failure has always knew the truest version of me.

      Because… “I have to go.”

      A second passes… five… ten. Neither of us says anything. A solid minute goes by, and I keep staring at my hands.

      “Gani,” she says, her hand cupping my chin, forcing me to look at her. “Don’t say it. Just go. We’ll be here if you ever need us.”

      I’m a man. There’s no doubt about that. But damn if I don’t turn into a wee lad ready to cry.

      I nod and hug her tight, memorizing the feel of her.

      She tucks herself back under the covers, and I turn off the light before walking back downstairs.

      “You never asked me what I thought you would,” Da says when I reach the bottom.

      My brain is fried. I have no idea what else he can want from me. “I asked you enough.”

      “You don’t want to know why I killed Bret?”

      “You told me. He was working with MacGinty against you.”

      “That bit I could let go. I could watch him here and keep one step ahead of them. Johnny helped me do that for years.” Johnny did what? “But that’s not why I had Bret blown to kingdom come.”

      Fuck him for making me curious enough to finally ask, “Why, then?”

      He stares at me, staring beyond me and into my soul. “Because he talked to you. I knew the type Bret was involved with now, and he sought you out. There was no reason for the lad to be in Germany that night. No reason for him to wander those halls. And until he encountered you, I couldn’t riddle it out.”

      Da killed Bret because he talked to me in a hallway? How does he even know that?

      He has no idea what a relief it was to see him again. And Bret died because of it.

      “Found out later that it was a wise choice," Da says. "His contact was to meet him there.”

      "His contact?"

      "Some old KGB operative, working with the bloody terrorists."

      Bricken.

      Shade was right.

      “But that was all good fortune," Da continues. "I did it to keep you safe.”

      I wait for him to say more. He doesn’t. He’s said too much as is.

      The thump of his cane echoes as he makes his way to the stairs. I watch him walk all the way to the top before I switch off the lamp and head out the door.

      I’ve no thoughts, no words for this night.

      None at all.
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      I drive to the hospital, finding Marko’s room already empty, even though it's only been a few hours. His parents were quick to pick him up.

      I feel like total shit that I wasn’t here to do something. He finally asserted his independence, and now he’s right back to being in their debt. I should have supported him. Should have helped him. Should've done more. Done better. Should have… should have… should have…

      It ain’t no use to dwell on what I should have done.

      I didn’t do it. I lost him.

      I take a longer route out of Stirling, driving past a familiar shack at the outskirts of town.

      Johnny’s house.

      I’m a masochist, I think, as I park across the street, staring at the small structure, surprised to find a light on. It’s late. I'm surprised somebody is up.

      I damn near jump out of my skin when a tap sounds on the passenger window. Some bloody secret agent I am. I turn to find Johnny staring in the window, motioning for me to lower it.

      I do.

      “Can I help you with something, Gani?” he asks.

      My hand twitches to reach for my knife. His tone is clipped, his words not kind, but there isn't an angry glean in his eyes. I relax, knowing he isn't looking for a fight. “I was on my way out of town.”

      “Looking for another junkie to kill as you leave, aye? You need to get a new hobby, mate.”

      I’m stunned by his frankness—even more by the fact that he’s talking to me as if we’re still friends.

      “Look, John… I…”

      “Shut your shite,” he says. “You did wrong. I should shoot you for it. I might one day. Who knows? But I owe your da too much to do it right now, so you get a pass.”

      He’s a better man than me. If he had killed Marko, like I worried he might, I wouldn’t have hesitated to rip out his spine.

      “What are you really doing here, Gani?”

      I’m not sure I know the answer to that, so I say the first thing that comes to mind. “I came to say goodbye.”

      I’m insane. His look tells me as much. “And you know Fred Braden?”

      “Who the bloody hell is Fred Braden?”

      Pointing through the car towards the shack, he says, “The man who lives there.”

      “You don’t live here anymore?”

      He lights a fag, filling the car with smoke as he shakes his head. “Don’t whack it in the bushes behind the graveyard anymore, either. I’ve grown.”

      Fuck me if I don’t find that funny. “Where you living now?”

      “Why?” he asks, blowing out another puff. “You planning to stop by?”

      “I’m leaving for good this time.”

      Not sure what he’s thinking as he continues to smoke, saying nothing. Something on his finger catches the light every so often. A ring. He’s wearing a plain gold band on his left ring finger. He’s married.

      Why didn’t I see that before?

      Because I didn’t think it was possible. I swore he'd be too broken from losing Isla to ever move on.

      Suppose I was wrong.

      “I live downtown now," he says finally. "Over the pub.”

      Over the pub.

      Milligan owns that place. I figured that was where Kate and Bret probably lived.

      A thought strikes in and out of my mind, and I try to dismiss it without giving it any weight. Still, I don’t recall seeing a wedding band on Bret’s finger. And though Johnny’s ring is plain, nothing significant about it, it reminds me of the one Kate was wearing at the wake.

      Can’t be. Can it?

      “Get going, Gani. Before you get stuck in this hellhole again.”

      He taps his hand to the roof of the car before walking away.

      Everything’s changed. I don’t recognize any inch of Stirling anymore.

      Best I clear out before I find out the Swordsmen are just a front for a charity organization or some other such nonsense.
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      “Twenty euros?”

      “That’s what the bill says, yes.”

      I haven’t felt honest shock very often in my life, but as I look over the bill Eve handed me the second I stepped back into HQ, I find myself feeling it.

      Equipment replacement service charge.

      Johnny destroyed my bloody burner phone. You’d think it was the most prized possession of the Council. No, it’s not even that. It’s bias. Eve hates me. I doubt Shade ever had to pay these fines for catching her wigs on fire. Ace didn’t have to pay for a new pair of fancy glasses. But I have to pay twenty bloody euros for a phone that was created more than fifteen years ago.

      Bugger that.

      I crumple the paper into a tight ball and toss it into the trash.

      “I’ll just print you out another,” Eve says.

      Waving her off, I walk to the elevators. She can print out a hundred bills. I ain’t paying that shit. I head up to the break room and pour myself a cup of coffee. I’m not steady on my feet, falling into the first chair I find and gulping down the contents in two seconds. Took a brutal couple redeyes and traveled straight through the night to get to headquarters.

      “Déjà vu,” Ace says as he enters the room.

      “What are you doing slumming down in the common people break room?” I ask, shoving him out of the way so I can refill my cup.

      He reaches into a pink box to the right of the kettle. “They don’t have donuts upstairs. Health obsessed idiots.” He takes a big bite of a powder-covered pastry, giving himself a white mustache. “You look like crap, Cougar.”

      I’m too tired to deal with this. “You look like the Monopoly Man. You just need the monocle.”

      He laughs, and powder flies from his lips. I really wish I could say he’s less attractive because of it. He’s not. Somehow, he makes it look sexy.

      Maybe I’ve finally lost my mind.

      “What are you even doing here?” I ask, retaking my seat.

      “I work here.”

      Couldn’t put it past me. Seems like he only shows up for free meals.

      “Million dollar question is why are you here? Thought I heard you were on leave.”

      “You been listening to gossip about me, pretty boy?”

      “Well, I do need info to add to what I write about you on toilet walls, Coug. We don’t hang out all that much anymore, you know.”

      Coffee is life for a moment—so vital it’s replacing my blood. I can’t be bothered to banter with Ace. Can’t be bothered to concern myself with anything but filling myself with caffeine.

      “Cougar, you’re making me uncomfortable with the noises you’re making. Should I leave you and your coffee alone?”

      “Aye,” I say, returning to the kettle. I’ve damn near finished off the whole pot already. “Just go about whatever you were going to be up to today.”

      “Training the new recruits,” he says. “Aw, speaking of the devil.”

      I don’t turn to look. I hear someone join us in the break room. It ain’t right. Technically, a new recruit to the Deadly Seven is a new teammate of mine and deserves a warm welcome into the club, but one of those two is meant to replace Shade, and I refuse to accept that.

      The donut box shifts next to me. The new recruit apparently shares Ace’s appetite.

      “Cougar, meet Petar Rusak, formerly of Interpol.”

      Rusak. I damn near jump out of my skin.

      I look to my right and find the familiar face next to me, a smile on that face, blond hair bright under the break room lights.

      “Of course,” Ace says, “you two have already met.”

      I can’t think. I react. My mug hits the floor, coffee spilling all over as I reach for my knife. With a twist of my wrist, the blade flies free, and I’ve got it pointed right at the bastard.

      Well, wrong bastard. Ace jumps up, getting between us.

      “Okay, okay, calm down,” Ace says.

      “You don’t know who this is,” I say. “Get out of the way.”

      “Pfft, I know exactly who he is. And frankly, I’m surprised it took you so long to figure it out.”

      He knows. He knew. The room spins as I look my friend dead in the eyes. There’s no lie there. He truly knows. “What the bloody hell is this, Sahid?”

      “Whoa, you just first named me? Am I in time out now or some shit?” Ace teases. I point the tip of my dagger at him, and his smile falls a bit. “Listen, he did it because I told him to. It was his test, okay? I didn’t think you’d drink half as much as you did. It’s been forever since I had to drug someone. I might have given him too big of a dose. Don’t hold it against the guy.”

      “What in the ass are you talking about?”

      “What in the ass? Did you seriously just say ‘what in the ass’?”

      “Speak!” I shout.

      “Okay, but I still need to know exactly what is in the ass. Later,” he says, waving his hands in surrender. “I’m talking about the night at the bar. Agent Rusak was given the test to see if he could drug and kidnap a seasoned agent. He passed with flying colors.”

      A hazy jumble of memories pops up as he says that. The night I went to the bar with Ace and got so sloshed I didn’t remember calling Marko. He drugged me?  “Kidnap?”

      “Well, that’s more a loose definition. He danced with you. Kissed you. Talked you into following him back to his hotel. You were really kind of easy, Cougar.”

      I peek around Ace and make eye contact with Rusak. We made out? Can’t deny his face is attractive. Those lips do look rather soft.

      “He’s not who you think he is,” I say. “He was in Scotland—”

      “Oh yeah,” Ace says. “That was my doing, too. Heard about your friend. I had a mission to take care of, so I asked him to follow you there, keep an eye out and make sure you didn’t go boom, too.”

      There’s more to it than that, though. Rusak helped arrest me for MacGinty’s murder and Shade confirmed that Rusak was Bricken. He was there to… well, actually, I don’t know what he was there to do. Shade and I never exactly figured that out. But the way she looked—her features and hair and all—was a clone of Rusak.

      “Cougar, relax. He’s legit. You don’t get to eat the donuts in headquarters without going through so many background checks that we know the name of all your invisible best friends from your childhood. You know that.”

      Aye, I know that. If the information was out there for Shade to find, the Council vetting team would have found it before now. He was a cleaner for the KGB, after all. Or rather, Bricken was.

      “You’re not making the best first impression here, Coug,” Ace stage-whispers.

      Rusak stays silent through this whole thing, watching us with mild trepidation. Either he’s a damn phenomenal actor or he genuinely is the person Ace is describing to me.

      I spin the handles out and hide the blade away, reaching around Ace with my hand out. “Aye, sorry. Nice to meet you, Agent Rusak.”

      He doesn’t know how to take me, seeming every bit as mind-fucked as I feel, but he bounces back fast, shaking my hand and saying, “It’s an honor to officially meet you.”

      An honor? To meet me?

      Ace and I both laugh at that.

      I grab a handful of wipes and clean up the mess I made with my coffee. Ace and Rusak move to the table.

      “Told you he’s intense on a good day,” Ace tells him.

      “Don’t believe a damn thing he ever tells you,” I warn.

      Ace keeps talking. “Cougar’s just the most paranoid motherfucker you’ll ever meet. That’s all that’s about. You can trust that. You can trust me.”

      “I’m sorry, who had whom drugged and kidnapped without either a warning or an explanation?”

      “Seriously, Cougar, aren’t you supposed to be on leave? You should go home, relax. Secretary Williams catches you here, he’ll extend it.”

      He’s right. I know he is. Secretary Williams told me not to come back for two weeks. It’s only been one.

      The longest week of my life.

      I didn’t want to come here today. I just don’t have anywhere else to go.

      Huh.

      Maybe that’s what I need to do—find home.

      I toss the broken pieces of my coffee cup and the messy wipes in the trash before leaving.

      No explanation. No goodbye.

      Just Ace shouting from a distance, “One of these days, you seriously need to tell me what’s in the ass!”
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      Keys.

      Fascinating little objects. Most people take them for granted, losing them almost as soon as they can. We fashion rings and other clever devices to hold on to as many as possible. They open things—figurative and literal things. They’re symbols of all those things we’ve mastered—all those things we own.

      I have a key. Shiny and brass and only a few centimeters long. Such a tiny thing. Such a huge symbol. I don’t have a key ring. I ain’t really sure it’ll last long in my pocket.

      I didn’t think this whole getting a key thing through.

      I pull out my wallet and tuck the key into one of the slots.

      “Versohlen,” the taxi driver says.

      I grab his fare from my wallet before putting it away and climb out. Friday night at eleven in Innenstadt, the central city district of Frankfurt. The hub of nightlife, social life, and just about anyone wanting to pretend they have a life.

      People line the streets, laughing and dancing and forgetting the rest of the world exists. I don’t pay them much mind. I’m only interested in the red neon letters illuminated over the darkened windows of the club in front of me.

      Spank.

      It’s forward and frank. Exactly what I would expect.

      Not necessarily what one would call original in the grand scheme of naming gay fetish clubs, but still, I like it.

      Decently sized, tucked neatly in the center of the block between a few other gay clubs and some performance spaces, Spank is doing well for itself. It’s only been open for about a week, but word of mouth caught on and a line stretches from the door down the alley that runs the side of the building.

      I don’t bother with the line. The bouncers know me. I’ve been here every night since opening.

      “Mr. MacNeal,” one of them says, holding his hand out.

      I slap mine into his and shake it. “Iggy, looking good.”

      It isn’t just smoke up his tight, firm ass. The man looks good. Everyone who works here does. All young, all hot, all built for whatever types of fantasies float your boat, and all of them men.

      I’ve never believed in Heaven, but Spank would definitely be in mine.

      “He’s here tonight,” Iggy says, waving me inside.

      He’s here.

      Adrenaline spikes my blood as my heart speeds up. There’s that rush I’ve missed for the past six weeks. I take a deep breath and step inside.

      There ain’t nothing like the inside of Spank. Dark walls and lowered lights make the room an endless universe. Bars line three sides of the room, which is essentially one giant dance floor. Stairways lead to a second landing off in the back. Another bar, more dancing, every inch filled with hot bodies.

      Everything’s possible and nothing’s unimaginable.

      Want to get sucked? Don’t worry. Plenty of lads will offer and take you into one of the corners to get it done. Like a little rougher play? Did I forget to mention there’s a dark room back behind the staircase? Want to get so fucked up you forget what planet you’re on? Toss a stone, you’ll find a dealer easily enough.

      Platforms are spread throughout the dance floor. Lads wearing nothing but tight silver shorts dance under rainfalls of glitter and flashing lights.

      Oh yeah, it’s the gayest thing ever. It’s brilliant.

      More than one hand gropes me on the way to the nearest bar. I don’t mind. Hell, I grab a few of my own. That’s what Spank’s all about. Being who we are. No shame. No explanations. Just be.

      Took me a long time to just own this about myself. I always thought that I had. I was born gay. I’ve never liked anything but lads. I lost my virginity at fifteen and never felt any shame. But this… I denied this. I kept my kink under lock and key, treated it like my other vices. I had to—or I thought I had to. I had sheltered parents who never would have understood it. I had innocent, trusting friends who might have judged me if they saw it. I shoved it all into a box back in Stirling and used my job as an excuse as to why it had to stay in that box once I left.

      But that box wasn’t as strong as I thought it was. Every now and then, it broke open.

      Nah, that ain’t it. That box was locked up tight until the person who had a key to it appeared.

      Marko.

      Six weeks ago, I stood in the ICU in the middle of Stirling and listened to his heartbeat. I thought that box was obliterated that night. Every other aspect of my life had been.

      I came back to Frankfurt and went about life as usual, but with one difference. I told myself to do something each day to find myself again. I ventured out a few times to places like this. Wasn’t really my scene. I still preferred der Umkleide. I’ll take a pint and a quiet spot any day of the week over those meat lockers, but then this place opened up.

      I received an invitation to attend opening night. Delivered to the front desk of headquarters, it was simply addressed to 'Coogan'.

      “What will it be?” the barman asks.

      “Whiskey, neat,” I shout.

      The damn music’s so loud I can’t even hear myself but he pours my drink with no issue.

      I can’t describe my first time here. It was that clichéd moment of entering a world you’ve been searching for all of your life but didn’t think really existed. Even the air smells different inside Spank. It’s sweet and tangy with a hint of sweat.

      It’s the same scent that used to cling to my clothes after a week with Marko.

      I knew that night, maybe before, but definitely the second I stepped foot through the front door that he had something to do with the club.

      He owns it.

      “Veltriv,” I say to the barman. “You know where he is?”

      He points to the second landing, and I thank him before heading in that direction. Men are dancing on the stairs, a few wrapped around each other as they make out. I work my way around them and climb to the top. I ain’t been up here yet. I usually just make it as far as the dance floor.

      It’s quiet up here. Less chaos, even less light. Low-level sofas line the edges, where men are doing much more than just kissing.

      “Vodka is the only drink worth having.”

      I stall the moment I hear his voice, my heart all up in my throat as it beats like a jackhammer. I don’t know how to do this. My eyes scan the length of the black bar and find him down at the left end. He’s talking to the barman—a wide smile on his pretty face.

      Bloody hell, he looks amazing.

      Reservations seek to stop me from going any further. It’s been six weeks. Besides the generic invitation, he hasn’t tried to reach out to me. He might not want anything to do with me.

      Bugger that.

      I swallow down my drink, walk to the bar, and plop right down on the stool to Marko’s right.

      "Whiskey," I tell the barman there, interrupting.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see he’s stunned. Good. I like knocking him off balance.

      “You here alone?” a lad to my right asks.

      I humor him, looking to him, offering him a smile. "Aye."

      Oh yeah, there’s that rush again.

      “If you know what’s good for you,” Marko says, his voice loud enough for the lad to hear, “you won’t waste your time with this one. He’s nothing but trouble.”

      Trouble.

      “Aye, I can be a fair bit of that,” I tell the lad with a wink. "Maybe we can play later."

      Marko doesn’t even wait for the lad to leave before he says, “That doesn’t bother me, you know.”

      Oh, aye, you’re telling me this now because it doesn’t affect you at all. Lie to me again, Marko.

      I ignore him, turning my attention to the barman as I quickly down my second whiskey. “What’s your suggestion for my next drink?”

      “Vodka,” Marko says.

      The barman glances from him to me a few times, holding up a bottle of Grey Goose.

      “Never touch the stuff,” I say with a scrunch of my nose.

      “Izhets,” Marko mumbles.

      Liar. Aye, I am that from time to time. I’ve drunk my fair share of vodka over the years, but I’m not in the mood for it tonight. Not if me drinking it means I give into whatever Marko wants.

      “How about the best whiskey you’ve got,” I say. “Three fingers.”

      The man looks nervous to pour it, glancing to Marko a few times as he fixes my drink. I take it easy on this one, just sipping it. I’m already nearly drunk as is. I need to stay a little sober for this.

      “You come here often?” I ask, turning to Marko.

      He’s not even looking at me, focused on a pair of twins who just stepped up to the other side of him. His hand is on one of their hips, fingers playing in circle as he talks to them.

      I don’t have it in me to even pretend to be angry about it. He’s trying hard, but Marko’s about as good at pretending I don’t get to him as I am at flirting.

      “Don’t do that,” I say, leaning in to whisper in his ear. “You know I’ll just have to take you downstairs and teach you a lesson for ignoring me.”

      His jaw tightens. “Go do whatever you want, Coogan. I’m busy living my life without you.”

      He’s working his way to a red ass.

      I step off my seat, putting myself between Marko and one of the twins. “And what’s your name?”

      The lads are young—younger than Marko. And yes, they’re gorgeous, both wearing acid-washed skinny jeans and no shirts. Their matching black hair is wet, or just so slicked down with product that it looks that way. Bet they’d be fun to tag team.

      “Dedrick, and this is my brother, Derrick.”

      “Dedrick and Derrick,” I say. “The rulers of people.”

      “Give me a break,” Marko mutters behind me.

      I’m high as a kite knowing I’m getting that far under his skin so fast.

      “And what’s yours?” Dedrick asks with his hand on my thigh.

      “Coogan.”

      I hear Marko make a noise when I say that.

      Dedrick glances to my red hair, figuring out I’m Scottish, no doubt. “And what does that mean?”

      “Hound of war,” I say, pressing back against Marko.

      He squirms but doesn’t move out of my way.

      “You’ve never told me that,” Marko says quietly.

      “You can Google it,” I say over my shoulder.

      Dedrick moves closer, having no concern for personal space whatsoever. “So, you want to dance, Hound of War?”

      As tempting as it might be, to put myself in the middle of them, it’s not what I want. “Thanks for the offer, lads, but my first dance is spoken for tonight.”

      I shift around to face Marko, finding him glaring down at his empty glass. I stand here for a minute and then another before finally hitting his arm to get his attention.

      He glances at me. “What?”

      “How about it?”

      “How about what?”

      “You,” I say, pointing at him and then to myself. “Me. Dance?”

      He’s wondering when he got stoned. I can tell from the look he gives me. I grab his arm and force him to his feet, not waiting for him to pull himself together. The Wonder Twins are easily dismissed—or at least I’ve forgotten about them by the time I get Marko to the stairs.

      “Let go of me,” he grumbles, shoving me away.

      I do as he asks, motioning for him to go down first.

      He glares at me, and I take the opportunity to look him over. He’s wearing his typical suit—black Italian silk with a crisp white shirt underneath. No tie. The top three buttons are undone. Delectable. I look harder then, committing any new wrinkles, scars, or the like to memory. He hasn’t changed much over the past six weeks. He does have a new mark on his jaw. It’s not pink enough to be fresh, but it’s not white with age. A scar he picked up in Stirling? Was it on his face in the ICU? I don’t know. I never really had the chance to look him over.

      I reach out to touch it, and he jerks his head out of my reach. “Why are you here?”

      “You invited me,” I tell him. “You want me to leave? You know what to say.”

      Moment of truth. He can send me away with just one word.

      “Yebat’,” he says, grabbing my shirt and yanking me forward.

      It’s no more than a second—just a breath, really. His lips press to mine and then he’s gone. Even so, I’m left reeling from it.

      Marko heads downstairs, and I follow, feeling the thump of the music echoed in my own chest. He starts to round the base of the staircase when I catch his arm, pulling him back.

      “What are you doing?” he asks. “Don’t you want to…?”

      He motions towards the backroom—the place lovingly termed 'Kink Alley'. I do want to take him back there, and so many other places, but not tonight. Tonight I really do want to dance with him.

      I pull him to me, sliding my hands around his waist and resting them on his ass. We’re out in the open, where every eye in the room can see us.

      Good.

      The tip of my nose brushes his as I say, “I want to dance with you and then take you out to dinner and then take you home…” I lean in to whisper in his ear. “Tie you to my bed and never let you run away from me again.”

      He shudders in my arms.

      I breathe him in. Bloody hell, I’ve missed his scent.

      I mean to lead him to the center of the room, but instead, I just starting moving right there. His arms wrap around me, his hands clutching my shoulders, and he stares into my eyes.

      It’s funny. I never thought I’d want this. I didn’t care who knew I liked dick, but I never felt the need to flaunt it. Marko, though, is a bit of an exhibitionist. I’ve fucked him in many a public place, but always around back or hidden away. Never out in the middle of a crowded room.

      Before long, that all melts away. The music sweeps over me and the only thing that matters is the two of us. We dance, holding each other, and then apart. We move fast and then slow. We kiss, and we touch, and we sweat, and we laugh. It’s some time later that I finally lead him to the exit.

      “Are you wearing leather pants?” he asks, groping my ass as we step outside.

      “Aye. They’re so damn tight my dick’s turning blue.”

      “Can’t have that,” he says, biting my ear from behind.

      I hiss, nudging him away so I can hail a cab.

      We climb in, and he spreads his legs wide enough to take up most of our shared space.

      “Thanks for that,” he says, still sweaty and a tad breathless. I daresay he looks like he’s just done ten lines of coke. Fancy that.

      “So, where to now?” I ask.

      Marko looks to the cab driver and back to me. “Where do you want to go?”

      “Wherever you choose," I say. "I’m starved, so pick fast.”

      He goes rigid. “You were serious? We’re going to dinner?”

      Marko and I have known each other for seven years—today. We’ve gone out in public many times, but always as Russian dignitary and Council-appointed bodyguard. Sure, we were fucking around on the side, so we considered it a date. But it was never like this. I thought it would be too dangerous, exposing him like that. And it would have been. Not just because of my job, but because his place in Russian politics, even his very survival there, were dependent on him being straight.

      Lucky for us, he’s left that path, told his father to shove it, and then he spent damn near all of his inheritance opening up Spank.

      “Or we can grab something and take it home to eat, if you prefer,” I tell him. “Where have you been sleeping?”

      All of a sudden, I’m jealous of a damn bed. He’s been in town for at least a week, probably longer, and I have no idea where he’s been living.

      “I own the hotel at the end of the street for the next three days.”

      Of course he bloody does. “And where do you plan on sleeping after that?”

      He licks his lips, resting back in the seat. “Wherever I land.”

      Wherever he lands. Aye, I think I can help with that.

      “Where to?” the cab driver asks.

      I look to Marko.

      He checks his watch and laughs. “It’s two a.m., Coogan. We aren’t going to find anywhere open.”

      Damn, I hadn’t really thought about the time. Oh well. Suppose we can skip to the next part of the evening.

      I give the driver an address and settle back in the seat. I don’t want to keep my hands off of Marko, so I don’t. I touch his cheek, running my finger over the new scar. His hand moves to my thigh, squeezing and stroking. I lean over to kiss him, long and deep and slow. Don’t know if the kiss sucks up all my focus or the driver just found the fastest route through the city, but it feels like no time before we arrive at our destination.

      I pay the driver and lead Marko into the lobby of an apartment building. He eyes me suspiciously as we step onto the lift.

      “Where are we, Coogan?" he asks. "This isn’t a hotel.”

      No, it’s not. “What made you relocate to Frankfurt?”

      “I've told you a thousand times that I wanted to open a club.”

      “Aye, but why here?"

      “Thought this might be where I'd find you.”

      Aw, Marko. He doesn’t even attempt to make up a lie about finding perfect real estate. No, he goes straight for the heart.

      “I work here,” I say. “Not in this building, but here, in Frankfurt. Did you know that?”

      I’ve never told him officially where headquarters was located. I always reported to him, never the other way around whenever we met up. And the only time we had a semi-permanent location to meet, it was something he had bought in neutral territory of New York.

      “I did," he says. "Roman told me that the bodyguards were located in Germany.”

      “You sure you don’t ever want to go back to Russia?”

      He gives me a flat look, and I laugh. Not so much at the face he makes. No, I’m bubbling over with giddiness, and that’s only tempered with anxiety. I take out my knife, twirling it in the air.

      “You found it?” he asks.

      “Aye, well, sort of.”

      I can’t tell him who gave it to me. That secret isn't mine to tell. I can let Marko in on a lot of my life, but Shade’s life is hers and hers alone.

      The lift stops, and I step out first to lead the way.

      “Do you have an apartment here?” he asks.

      I walk down the long, wide hallway and stop in front of the last door. Searching through my wallet, I fight to get the key out of the slot I shoved it in earlier tonight. Something’s stuck with it—a business card. I pluck the bloody thing out first, staring at the name on it.

      Barry Bricken.

      Bloody hell. The card Bret had left for me that night at Roomers. I forgot I had it. I’ve used this wallet a hundred times since that night and haven’t looked at it. I’m slapped across the face with reality. Bret really did know the man.

      “Coogan?”

      Marko touches his hand to my shoulder, and I shake my head—shake away the anguish. What’s done is done. I can’t change the past. I can only keep moving towards the future. I tear the card in two and drop it to the ground.

      I refocus my attention on the man beside me, holding to key out to him.

      “We have an apartment here,” I say. "Not me."

      Bloody hell, my voice is as shaky as a teenager about to touch his first dick.

      Marko looks just as nervous. We’re all thumbs at this 'having an open relationship' thing.

      “You bought an apartment," he says, "and you want me to live here with you?”

      “Aye.”

      “Knowing we’re in the same city as your coworkers? They’ll see us. They’ll know you’re dating the Veltriv guy, the one who owns the gayest club in town.”

      I can’t fight my smile—I even laugh. It’s a nervous sound. It’s a giddy feeling sweeping over me. It’s like the first time I smoked weed. I’m happy and high and slightly paranoid.

      “Actually, that sounds good to me. I don’t want to hide anymore, Marko. I can’t tell you anything about my job, but I don’t give a fuck who knows about us.”

      Marko takes the key and then he kisses me. The force of his lips meeting mine staggers me. I cling to him and kiss him right back, sliding my tongue into his mouth. I hear a door open and close and know that the neighbors can see us.

      I’m fresh out of fucks to give about it.

      Let them see—let them enjoy the show. There’s nothing I want to do more right now than what I’m doing.

      Marko pulls me closer and his swollen crotch collides with mine. Bloody hell, there’s at least one thing I really want to do more.

      “Unlock the door so I can get out of these pants,” I say.

      He grinds against me, and I groan. Having an erection in tight leather pants is akin to tying your dick down with duct tape. I don’t recommend it.

      “I kind of like you in those pants, though.”

      “Marko, they’re so tight my dicks growing inward.”

      I hear a gasp and the ding of the lift arriving. I don’t turn to look at whoever overheard that.

      “Just unlock the door, will you?” I ask, giving Marko's ass a firm slap.

      He laughs and does as he’s told.

      “So, Spank,” I say, closing the door behind me once we’ve entered. “You come up with the name?”

      He’s a grinning fool. “Yep. It was a debate between Spank and Wank, but my business manager insisted that there’s no direct German translation for Wank, so it had to go.”

      Spank and Wank. I’m pretty sure that would be the name of my biography.

      “Any particular meaning behind the name, then?” I ask, slipping out of my shoes.

      He sweeps his eyes around the room, taking in the humble amount of furniture and decorations I’m collected over the past few weeks.

      “I like to be spanked. Figured it could be like the Bat Signal.”

      That tickles me. I laugh. “I’m picturing a giant glowing dick in the sky.”

      “Me, too,” he says, moving closer to grab the hem of my shirt. I let him take it off, enjoying the feel of his hands on my chest. “So…” He runs his lips along my collarbone. “Tonight?”

      I stare down at him. So much hope and excitement shines in his eyes, but there’s something else, too. A little nugget of fear, of despair—pain.

      Feels so good.

      I close my eyes and rest my hands on his hips, pressing my lips to his, “Tonight.” Another kiss. “And tomorrow night.” Another kiss. “And the next night…”

      I keep going till he gets the hint. I got this apartment. I gave him a key. But leave it to Marko to still not trust that this won’t end at midnight.

      I unzip my pants, and right away, he’s on me, reaching in and working me out of the leather enough for my erection to spring free.

      It's the best feeling ever.

      Every drop of blood in my body rushes straight to the tip. Marko falls to his knees, and I hiss as his lips close around me, taking me into his mouth to the hilt.

      “Yebat’,” he says, sliding all the way off of me. “I’ve wanted to do that all night.”

      I don’t have a chance to respond or even catch my breath before he takes me in again. Over and over, sucking and stroking, breaking me down into a writhing beast who pounds into his mouth. My hands grip his thick black hair. I hold on tight as I spill down his throat.

      My knees are ready to buckle after that. He pulls away to stand and undress, and I lean over to brace my hands on my thighs, trying to steady myself.

      “Been a while since you had a good suck?” Marko teases.

      “Aye, over six weeks.”

      “Really?”

      I look to him, seeing the shock in his stare, and shrug. “I’ve been busy being an adult and buying this bloody apartment, Marko.”

      “Huh, I bought a nightclub and worked on a media blitz campaign to open it, and I still found time to fuck almost every night.”

      “Way to add the right bit of romance to this moment,” I say, kicking his thigh.

      He dances out of the way before I can kick again. “Would it make you feel better to know I haven’t had a beating since Stirling?”

      “It does,” I say, catching him before he can get too far away.

      He’s naked, and I’m halfway there myself, standing in the entryway of our apartment.

      Our home.

      Unreal.

      “So what is it?” I ask between kisses along his jaw.

      “What?”

      “You gotta just take pity on me, kid. Tell me, what’s the language of love?”

      It’s this moment and all the emotion it holds. He told me he loved me, and I’m afraid I can’t ever properly tell him back. But he once told me he knew the language of love and I have to know. Maybe one day I can learn to speak it.

      I lean back to look at him, and he’s all smiles and sappy eyes. “You haven’t figured it out yet? You speak it pretty well.”

      What the bloody hell is he talking about? “English is the language of love?”

      He laughs. “No, English is the language of fools.” He pulls away from my hold, fumbling with his discarded pants and producing the key I gave him moments ago. “This is it.”

      “A key?”

      Is he too drunk for this conversation? Am I too drunk? I only had a few drinks. What the bloody hell is he trying to tell me?

      “A key. A spank. A strong arm around me when I sleep. The language of love isn’t spoken, Coogan. It’s all the things unsaid. It’s actions, not words.”

      “You want some nachos with that cheese, Marko?”

      “Da,” he says, pressing his lips to mine. "You got some for me?"

      Damn bloody lovesick fool. He’s rubbing off on me.

      “Aye.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Acknowledgments

        

      

    
    
      I never thought I’d actually see the day this book was complete and whole and real.

      Thanks Jess, for everything you do and for loving this story and the characters.

      Thanks Mom, for everything.

      Thanks family and friends for putting up with me and reading my words.

      And thanks to whoever is reading this right now. Thanks for giving Claymore a chance and making it all the way back here to the end of his story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    
    
      S.E. Anderson is a California girl who has watched too many movies in her lifetime, which led to a rather wild imagination. Proud fangirl of vampires, mobsters, superheroes, and Jedis, Anderson can be found most days on social media, passionately discussing all of her favorite fandoms. She tends to gravitate toward the dark and mysterious while always maintaining a human heart.

    

    
      
        
          [image: Twitter:]
        
        @SEAnderson28
        

        
          [image: Facebook:]
        
        SEAnderson28
        

      

      
        SarahEAnderson28@gmail.com

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Also by S.E. Anderson

        

      

    
    
      Vadim Family:

      Out of Body

      Out of Touch

      

      The Deadly Seven Strike Force:

      Codename: Nightshade

      Press Your Luck & Press It Again: Deadly Seven Strike Force Short Stories

    

  

OEBPS/Images/image00261.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00260.jpeg
Legal Name: Maseeniany

Codename: Claymore
Recruitment Date: 05 May 02
Priority Skillset:

Head Interrogation Specialist

Level IT Assassin

Level I Blade Master

Performance Evaluation

03 January 16

Agent has been questioned for his involvement with fellow agent
codename: Nightshade going rogue. Determination of findings is
that Agent maintained a close proximity to Nightshade in the name
of national security. Agent assisted in the recovery of Nightshade
and former agent, codename: Comrade, who had been pronounced
dead ten years prior. Agent also helped to uncover and nullify the
covert Russian operations of the global threat known as DMG.

For his bravery, dedication, and injury sustained on this mission,
Agent has been presented the International Medal of Liberty and no
further investigation will be conducted on his actions in this matter.
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