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      Lucas Russo was never a child. He was raised like a soldier, trained like a dog to hunt his master’s enemies.

      Shane Case was barely a man. Unraveled by grief, he kidnapped two children to follow in his footsteps, to shape in his image and continue his mission of vengeance.

      Lucas never forgave Shane, because forgiveness is something reserved for the living. So is hate. With Shane gone, all Lucas has left are hot, guilty memories he denies to himself as he continues the hunt alongside his brother. Many things in Lucas died with Shane, but desire was not one of them.

      But Shane is not dead.

      Now Lucas hunts his old warden, seeking Shane’s ghost in both dreams and waking world, haunted by memories of his fists, his mouth, his cruelty. And more than haunted, Lucas is hungry — hungry for answers. For a reckoning. Hungry for the love of the man who stole his childhood.

      His is part one of a dark, age gap MM duet.
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      CONTENT WARNING

      Short list: His contains depictions of past child abuse (physical and emotional), allusions to CSA and trafficking (not between the main characters), casual drug use (marijuana), references to underage drinking and illicit drug abuse, a twenty year age gap between the main couple, and some gore and violence.

      

      Detailed warning:

      His depicts a relationship with a twenty year age difference, where the younger individual was raised from childhood by the older figure. Their relationship is explicitly non adoptive and does not contain even pseudo incestuous elements, as the characters do not consider each other father and son. There is no attraction or romantic/sexual interest until the younger character is a legal adult. The relationship does not become physical until he is nineteen and is not ‘official’ until he is twenty. The bulk of the story is from the POV of the younger character when he is twenty-eight, with flashbacks of earlier events.

      While the relationship did not contain any sexual or romantic ‘grooming,’ it was abusive and is clearly depicted as such. There are moments of physical abuse including a graphic instance of mutilation when the younger character was six.

      The book contains references to human trafficking and incestuous CSA, not between the main characters.

      It also contains references to extreme violence and murder, typically not depicted explicitly on-page.

      There is on-page use of legal drugs (marijuana) and reference to illegal drug use and underage drinking.
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        “Heaven has no rage like love to hatred turned.”

        -William Congreve
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        * * *

      

      The heat that came off of Shane Case’s chest was overwhelming. The man was a furnace.

      Lucas swallowed hard. The motion pushed his Adam’s apple up against Shane’s fingers, which closed almost imperceptibly tighter. A light massage of rippling knuckles, a flat and squeezing palm. Calluses.

      “I asked you a question, boy,” said Shane. Softly, but not gently.

      “Yes, sir.” Lucas’s whisper flowed out of him automatically. It would have been a much prompter, much snappier, jumped-to ‘yes, sir!’ for the old marine if he’d had all of his air.

      But the warden’s fingers closed tighter, denying him air, because, to tell the truth, Shane didn’t want an answer, and because there had been no question.

      Because, to tell the truth, Lucas was dreaming.

      It was the same dream, the oldest dream. So old it felt like a memory.

      No questions. Only punishment.

      “When I ask,” said Shane, softly, not gently, “You answer me. Do you understand?”

      The dream of the frightened dark returned Lucas to some teenage year, wearing a difference in height that he would always subconsciously feel even as a grown man, with Shane’s truck huge against his back and the alleyway cold, rain threatening. A late fall or early spring in the rural midwest, in some bumfuck middle of nowhere. He smelled gasoline. He smelled blood, and knew that the blood was on both of their clothes, and that it was not their blood.

      He mouthed ‘I understand,’ but all that came out was a faint whistle.

      Shane’s wedding ring was cutting into his neck.

      That detail always haunted him when he was awake. The detail was so vivid, so physically visceral, that it made you wonder. You had to wonder. If this thing happened. This place. This feeling. If he had only imagined and nightmared it in the frightened, eager-to-please way of a vulnerable child, manifesting physical violence to understand emotional pain. Things he did not think in words, things he did not actively analyze, but things he knew intuitively and pushed deep under the surface of certain intentional ignorances.

      And yet the visceralness of that ring.

      The visceralness of the everything.

      The unseen black sky, rain, gasoline, blood, wet shoes, dirty clothes, the truck against his back. The warden’s face, close, Shane breath-on-his-skin close, heat coming off of a stove angry close.

      Shane smudged a rough thumb over Lucas’s lips, scornful. And then he shoved him. He pressed him back.

      The thrust of his choking palm sent Lucas up against the truck, back arched, on his tiptoes and gasping, gasping “Sorry, boss,” and “Sorry, sir.”

      The gasping was ecstatic. Frantic. His fingers, ice cold, grasped at Shane’s as they hadn’t dared to before that moment, and even now they did not try to pry open his grip. Even now they only clung. He clung to the punishing iron vise of Shane’s hand, lips parted, strangled, a lack of oxygen pounding a black pulse in his head.

      The moment of bliss was near.

      The furnace of Shane Case pressed up against him, as intimate in anger as he had been distant with praise, and Lucas was more aware of Shane’s body than his own.

      His own body was a plain and simple ghost of cold, of numb, small, of nothing.

      The man Lucas knew as ‘the warden,’ the man who was ‘sir’ and ‘boss’ and never his name was a broad chest, a large muscular torso bearing a few harsh, jutting points of a hard life — hipbone, hipbone, clavicle — wrapped in worn plaid, denim, and military surplus. Shane was the smell of the garage, of welding equipment, soldering irons, homemade bullets and personally maintained equipment, grease, sweat, a hint of the acrid and the burnt, of bourbon, whiskey, José, Jack, the occasional hand-rolled cigarette.

      Lucas’s identity scattered to atoms against the great being of the man who possessed him.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” he was rough-breathing, the sounds heaving out broken between gasps for air, darkness climbing in his vision like rising water. “I won’t do it again, I’m sorry—”

      The moment came.

      The dream summited.

      Here was the peak, sunlight splitting over the cracked profile of an alien mountain chain, and Lucas pinned like an insect, suffocating in the collector’s jar, gazing out at the obliterating landscape in prophecy.

      He would not remember this part of the dream.

      He would not remember the mountaintop.

      He would only remember Shane.

      While his mind went blind in the sunrise, memory gaping overhead in a sky-sized abyss, the warden’s mouth found him.

      Shane’s lips seized the kiss with a man’s certainty of intent — soft, but not gentle — and as in every dream of this not-memory Lucas did not know if he wanted it, did not know what it meant, but the kiss boiled his body. The scrape of stubble drove directly into his groin. He ached in the deepest, most private parts of his guts, craving union.

      He moaned.

      The heat was drugging, stupefying, the way a fire is, when you come in exhausted from the snow and allow yourself to dissolve to warmth, to the point of pain in your cold-stung extremities.

      Lucas was molten.

      Responding.

      As always, the dream fractured there, with one of Shane’s hands driving between his thighs, feeling for the reciprocating answer of a hard jut through Lucas’s faded denim, with the slide of tongue pursuing tongue through parted lips, a slick, good feeling, the firm suck of that older mouth, the grown and cunning certainty of it.

      Lucas’s being fractured, and each unique shard resounded with its own unique consciousness.

      He was seeing the scalded peaks. He was trembling in the grip of prophecy, watching the sunlight glide horribly down the sleek black slopes, aware of the yawning of the terrible.

      He was suffocating in the arms of his kidnapper, mouth full of him, lungs full of him, in the cold dark of a false and distant memory.

      And he was asleep on a queen-sized mattress in a no-budget motel, face twitching in the pillow, his brother snoring loudly on the queen-sized mattress three feet over.

      That was where Lucas Russo’s eyes clicked open.

      His eyes opened and he sat up, turning in an automatic motion, legs swinging off the bed, and he stared out across the narrow course of the empty room at the cracked-open door.

      Crickets and frogs chorused in the summer dark. A bug light fizzed occasionally in the one window. Their room was ground level, adjacent a parking lot, with the Mustang parked just out of view. And of course they had locked the door. Are you crazy? Of course they fucking had.

      Lucas stared at the door, at the sliver of sidewalk visible through it.

      There was no way they wouldn’t have heard someone open the door. No fucking way. He could be a heavy sleeper — especially with the comfort of his brother at his back — but Nick these days was a coiled spring, his nights already littered with nightmares. Nick would have woken up.

      But Lucas didn’t glance over his shoulder, didn’t look back at his brother.

      He couldn't take his eyes from the door.

      There was a strong sense of dread in him — the sort of cold, childish dread that roots you in place. A feeling like you were in a horror movie, as if musical cues had already tipped you off that here, this moment, this was going to be the big scare.

      Something was behind that door. He was suddenly ice-cold certain of that.

      Something had been in the process of opening the door as the two brothers slept, and Lucas had heard it, and woken up, and turned around, he had been alert after all.

      And the door-opener had heard him, and froze.

      And now they were just standing there, on the other side of the door, only feet from him, their shape and size and form concealed by the cheap plywood-and-insulation motel walls.

      Lucas Russo’s half-asleep mind finally caught up to the chain of events.

      He was wide awake.

      His fingers itched to slide down the sheets, to pull the hunting knife out from under the pillow. His mind ratcheted down the row of possibilities — from vampire to plain, ordinary human being who had picked the absolutely worst room to try and rob. Rationally, functionally, the honed instincts and muscle memory of Lucas Russo were there. They were ready.

      And yet…

      His not-intact being still lingered in the dream.

      Because…

      Lucas swallowed hard.

      Instead of reaching for the knife, his hand climbed slowly to his throat.

      Sore.

      It felt bruised, abused.

      There was a fresh abrasion on the side of his neck, as if a sharp bit of something had pressed in. Scraped.

      His lips parted, and without realizing he was doing it, he called out hoarsely:

      “Boss?”

      Silence.

      Lucas blinked away his disorientation. Roused more than anything by his own absurd mumble, now he did reach for the knife. Now he did act according to his training.

      He got up and moved across the room in total silence, avoiding windows. Minding his shadow. He was noiseless. He was imperceptible.

      He stood by the door, and listened.

      If the intruder had been human — or had been anything more mundane, anything fully corporeal — he would have heard their breathing, would have heard the way the night air pushed on a physical presence.

      If they had been demonic, he would have smelled sulfur. If a spirit, he would have felt strange chills, temperature fluctuations, would have seen the bug zapper sputter or short out.

      He sensed absolutely nothing.

      Finally he gave the door a single hard push, palm-thrusting it open, and stepped back, standing ready.

      Nothing.

      The door swung obediently open and stayed there, and he stared out into the empty parking lot.

      Across the lot was an empty field — populated with horny frogs, calling out for action in unseen ditches — full of tall grass. The lights that hit the parking spots did not reach more than the edge of that tall grass.

      It was just another horror movie cliche, a real Children of the Corn moment, and wasn’t that just his whole fucking life?

      But it was one thing watching the movie, and another to live in that moment.

      A quiet moment.

      In that empty night, with only the Mustang parked nearby and apparently no one else staying at the dingy motel, the Milky Way clear as day overhead due to lack of light pollution in this rural nowhere, Lucas felt as isolated as a man on Mars. He had forgotten the brother snoozing behind him, forgotten the bubblegum-popping girl at the front desk. He was alone. He felt naked in just his t-shirt and jeans, not even having pulled on shoes, stepping slowly out onto the asphalt to get a full view of his surroundings.

      Utterly alone and yet…

      There was still a sense of that presence. Whatever thing had unlocked the door, had slid it open an inch — and God, maybe snuck a glance inside — was out there in the grass.

      Was watching him.

      He stared at the gently breeze-shifted stalks, trying to pick out a rift where something might have recently passed through, with a transfixing sense of eye contact.

      And a kind of… coaxing.

      The presence had not fled him, only retreated. Not scared away but, maybe, waiting for him to follow.

      “Lucas?”

      Nick’s sleepy voice pulled him out of it.

      With a final prickle through his spine, Lucas forced himself to turn his back on the tall grass and step back into the room, closing the door with a click.

      Nick sat up, half-silhouetted with light through the single window, and the visible half of him had sleep-mussed hair and wore an expression of vague, sleepy confusion. Taller than he had any right to be, turning into a real beast at twenty-three with a full inch on his older brother, he still echoed a disoriented teenager in that dark.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      His question was already more alert than his initial call of ‘Lucas?’; he was waking up rapidly, ready to meet the potential danger.

      Lucas quickly shut him down.

      “Nothing,” he said. “Go back to bed, Nicky.”

      Nick still lingered upright, turning his head in instinctive search. But he was slackening. Sufficiently soothed. He trusted his brother’s tone, and sleep summoned.

      “Okay,” mumbled Nick, in an ‘if you say so,’ voice which carried that instinctive sibling-y scoff even in such an unconscious moment.

      Despite himself, Lucas felt a little quirk of a smile cross his lips, and the familiarity of their exchange dosed him with fresh realism. Already the open door felt like a fading nightmare.

      It was for that reason that he didn’t tell Nick, though it sure as hell would have qualified as reason for alarm according to their usual playbook.

      He watched Nick pivot and flop back onto his mattress, army-crawling back up to his pillow and planting his face in it. In under a minute, the snores began anew.

      Lucas was grateful.

      Grateful that Nick was having a decent night’s sleep, for once, and grateful for the solitude that closed around him once more.

      He could not return so easily to sleep.

      Instinct still itched, and he went and peered out the window for a while. Nothing had changed — the tall grass still waved ominously, like a screen hiding a tiger — but all alarm had drained out of him, the suspense dried up so that he was only gazing, bored, at an empty parking lot. Itching. His body wanted to hunt something. He had gotten his blood up for nothing, and the adrenaline resisted banishment.

      Eventually he left the window for the bathroom, with a vague plan of standing under the hot water until the pressure dulled him back to tired.

      One of the lightbulbs was dead. The other gave off a tainted, sickly light, somehow harsh and dull at the same time, casting witchy shadows around the cramped and grimy room. The toilet seat had a crack in it and water sputtered from the faucet unevenly, spraying your shirt when you turned it on too fast. It was trashy even by their standards.

      Lucas cranked the mineral-crusty shower handle to hot and crossed his fingers that the water would actually become hot at some point.

      Waiting, he peeled his shirt off, pulled off his necklace and set it on the sink, and it was in that moment he inadvertently caught his reflection in the dingy mirror.

      He froze.

      He leaned in slowly, hand rising to his neck, rubbing the scraped spot he had felt earlier, and a low buzzing began to grow louder in his head, like TV static.

      There was a cut, a smear of broken skin up the side, but that wasn’t all.

      His whole throat was the color of a fresh bruise.

      It wasn’t dark, not yet, but it would be. He was familiar with this pale plum, knew how it would darken to eggplant in the next twenty-four hours and look ugly for most of a week before starting to give way to yellows, faint greens.

      He swallowed hard.

      The sensation rang bells in his throat, a slight twinge of pain like the kind you got when a cold was coming on. He pressed on his neck and the ache twanged again in warning.

      The dream — which had never really left his mind, only lingered in the dark back of it, waiting for his next vulnerable moment — soaked into his senses again.

      Cold, wet night, the alleyway black, sky black, the warden’s truck black, the warden’s coat black, and Shane’s silhouette, the broken moonlight turning his haggard face to a harsher monochrome, the hand gripping Lucas’s throat, the smell of gasoline, blended alcohol and blood, and the fire of Shane’s body in throbbing, unbearable proximity, burning him up against the truck door.

      Shane’s mouth.

      Heavy-breathed kissing, open-mouthed, his tongue a hot, slick revelation. So gruesomely good. Revolting, intoxicating, Lucas’s sense of revulsion beat down by the suddenly pounding ache in his chest, in his groin, pounding like a drum.

      Shane groping roughly for his crotch. Seeking, finding, the hard and throbbing tell, and just as roughly finding Lucas’s zipper, the snap of his pants, undoing them with an almost violent impatience. Thrusting past the elastic of his boxers.

      Shane no longer gripping Lucas’s throat, but his chin, holding his boy’s jaw steady against the force of those full-mouthed, gnawing kisses, and touching him. Clasping, pulling, the tugs of his fingers careful but absolutely certain.

      And now Lucas was panting over the sink, hand hitching wildly in his boxers.

      He braced himself against the counter, unable to see his reflection, the mirror steamed from the hot water, and he could barely see even the steam. His eyes had unfocused so violently that he was almost blind. He could see nothing but the memory that wasn’t a memory, and it wasn’t a memory, his whole self cried out that it wasn’t, but the nevertheless-remembered sensation crawled up and down his body in shocks of bliss.

      His toes curling in his wet shoes, his fingers twisted in Shane’s jacket.

      Lifted up. Hoisted off the ground, held up by the warden’s hips, by the convulsive knot of his legs around them.

      The burn of stubble on his throat.

      It had started to rain.

      When they finished Lucas was soaked and hiccuping with shock, his mind one long, hot buzz as they bundled back into the truck. The fly of his pants still gapped open as he sat in the passenger seat, shivering and loose-boned. Shane turned the heat on high, a low roar.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “For what?” asked Lucas.

      It was an honest question, but a dumb one, his brain rattled. What he had meant was a dizzy request for clarification: which specific fucking awful thing was the boss man sorry for?

      The tugjob? The wet clothes? The theft of his childhood, the two trampled decades that sat between Lucas and any possible life beyond the crusade?

      And Shane misunderstood, and cast him a bizarre look, contempt and confusion and affection all in one awful lash of the eyes. And then he shook his head. He stared out the windshield — and this memory of him was pristine, and had certainly happened — and for a moment the warden’s whole being solidified into a singular expression. All of him. Hard, obsidian rage, tiger’s teeth, fists, a black butterfly, hail, poison, hurricane, hate. Vicious, tearing, gnawing hate, black and red, his own eyes in the rearview.

      Hate with no exit.

      And Lucas didn’t want the heat blasting out of the car’s vents. He wanted the heat of the monster, of Shane Case’s entire terrible, inexplicable self on top of him.

      “Sorry about the rain,” said Shane. His voice cool, coiled. Flat.

      Wet clothes.

      Lucas finished himself off in the shower, where the pounding water would cover up the shameful guttering of breath, the awful whisper-gasps of “Shane, Shane,” that made his orgasm into a hammer. Knees almost buckling. The name on his lips was better than a finger up his ass, better than a stranger’s mouth. The shape of the name. Sacred. Profane. That which he didn’t dare utter outside of secret, stolen moments. A name that had been slapped out of his mouth, vowels and consonants that tasted like terror.

      A name that brought nightmare… and profound, shaking ecstasy.

      In the pristine moment of climax, the mountain-air clarity right before he would hate himself, he saw it.

      For the first time, for the forgotten thousandth.

      The mountaintop.

      The alien landscape stretched out before him. It was stripped of trees, and more than that, it was burnt, not to ashes but to a sheen of black glass, or obsidian. It was a dead land, but one shrieking with wind, shrieking with laughter. The sound of terrible knowledge.

      Lucas sat shaking in the tub, trying to slowly gather his rattling breath. Finished.

      He rubbed his aching temples, closed his eyes against the threat of a migraine, and decided that that night he was going to get very, very drunk.
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        “But now vespers were over, and there should have followed a few quiet chords, fit to accompany meditation, while we waited for the sermon. Instead of that, the discord at the lower end of the church broke out with the departure of the clergy, as if now nothing could control it.

        I felt that in the labyrinth of sounds now issuing from that instrument there was something being hunted. Up and down the pedals chased him, while the manuals blared approval. Poor devil! Whoever he was, there seemed small hope of escape!”

        -Robert W. Chambers
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, did you wake me up last night?”

      Lucas’s pulse jumped. He didn’t look up from his bagel, feigned neutral lack of interest. “Hm?”

      Nick persisted. “Last night. I thought I had a dream, or something. You were at the door?”

      Lucas looked up.

      They sat across from each other at a little table in the squished outside patio of a little cafe. The sky was blustery, occasionally spitting threats of rain that didn’t manifest into real weather, and the umbrella attached to the table wobbled ominously with the wind.

      It was early, but their timing was bad. They’d hit what was apparently a touristy spot in peak ‘assholes escaping to the mountains’ season, and the tiny town was stuffed to the gills, the cafe crowded enough that they had to mind their words. Ix-nay on the ult-cay onspiracies-cay; Lucas wanted to have a proper fucking breakfast for once.

      Nick — who had gotten his fill of lattes, breakfast smoothies, and croissants during his time at MIT — didn’t look up, but continued to doodle some last-minute notes on their last lead, his black coffee forgotten suspended in midair.

      His face didn’t betray concern, only a slight personal puzzlement. Trying to make sense of his own memory.

      Nick was not Lucas’s mirror. The brothers had the same gray eyes, shared enough other physical features that you could point and say ‘siblings!’ but Nick was taller, and at twenty-three still had the leggy look of a kid growing into himself. It seemed appropriate; neither of them had been ‘coddled’ by any stretch of the word, but Lucas had been drilled harder. Ridden hard and put up wet. Nick had been allowed a little more freedom to grow, had gotten the boost in nutrition as a child when his older brother figured out how to cook. He hadn’t had as many hungry days.

      Nick provided more clues to what their father had looked like, darker than Lucas and with a faintly fox-like face, quick to cunning. But he sure could turn it on. Crinkly-eyed smile, dimples, a projection of beatific sweetness that other people fell for like dominoes. ‘Sweet kid,’ they would say, even when he towered inches taller than his boxier-built brother. Lucas couldn’t help but roll his eyes at those times.

      ‘There’s a sucker born every minute,’ was practically Nick’s tagline. Everyone was a sucker for that kid.

      Yeah, his brother included.

      Lucas had paused a second too long, enough for Nick to note the delay and lift his eyes, then his eyebrows.

      “Lucas?”

      “Oh, yeah.” Lucas blustered, put some words in the right order. “I just uh, I went and got something from the car, woke you up.”

      “Oh.” Nick accepted that outright; Lucas had no reason to lie, after all. Remembering his coffee, he took a sip, and his face suggested a rare appreciativeness. It needled Lucas unnecessarily. What, the usual 7-11 slop isn’t good enough for you?

      Lucas killed his judgment, knowing it was based in a foundation of pulsing guilt that wouldn’t let him alone. And which he wouldn’t acknowledge.

      Lucas pulled a bag over the head of last night’s memories and fastened it with a zip tie.

      Suffocate, bitch.

      “So, what’s in the cards next?” he asked, sipping his own coffee. It tasted like coffee to him. It tasted like ‘good enough.’ “Unless you want to take a few days off, check out the slopes.”

      An offhand flicker of a smile from Nick; the idea of any ‘days off’ was a joke on its own, slopes or no slopes.

      “You know, there are some potential leads around here,” said Nick.

      He leaned back, done with his notes, and took in the view. This town was sandwiched in at the base of the mountains, showing not much, but already the atmosphere had changed with elevation. The air was cooler. Less humid, more damp. The sky fogged closer to Earth than it did over the plains.

      Again, Nick’s face was appreciative. He liked the Rockies.

      Lucas did not.

      They’d driven out of the summery flatlands only a few hours ago. The suddenness of the mountains alarmed him, the way they burst out of the tumbleweedy nothing like the lower jaw of some animal, fangs to the sky. Everything about this side of Colorado was sudden, from the peaks growing totally perpendicular to the cattle fields to the explosion of dispensary signs the second you crossed the border. Every town they passed through had about eight of the damn things, all with garish neon signs and punny names. High Hopes. Fifty Shades of Green. Best Buds.

      Lucas, who had never bought weed from someone who wasn’t a frayed-eyed burnout behind a gas station, found the whole thing very suspect. It felt like a scam. His subconscious scoffed at the idea of legal weed, presented an image of him slapping down a baggie of weed gummies at a counter and setting off a set of wailing alarms, cops jumping out from the bathroom with guns drawn, shouting, ‘Get down. On the floor. Idiot fell for it! Light him up!’

      Yeah, he would stick to Jerry behind the gas station.

      “Potential leads?” he echoed.

      “Check it out,” said Nick. He pulled out his phone, opened something, and spun it around for Lucas’s viewing.

      Some Facebook page. Christ.

      “No, really,” insisted Nick, seeing his scoff in progress. “I was scrolling through there for like an hour on the road.”

      “‘Cults of Colorado,’” Lucas read aloud, thumbing dismissively through pictures of amateurish pentagrams carved into tree trunks, boulders piled on top of each other in ‘ominous’ formations. “Nick, this is some New Agey crap.”

      He stopped scrolling, turned the phone around, and presented a cartoon of two gray aliens splitting a blunt. He raised his eyebrows.

      Nick whipped the phone impatiently out of his hand.

      “I thought so, too,” he said. “Most of the posts in here are ritual abuse hysteria, serial killer wank, kind of the usual true crime bull, you know? But when I did some digging, guess what? Missing people. A solid streak of them, some of them kids, in a window of just a few months. Makes me think there could be something up here in these mountains, Lucas. It could be—”

      “Yeah, it’s called a mountain lion,” said Lucas, cutting him off before he could jump to that conclusion. “Or dumbass tourists, backing over the edge of a cliff trying to take a picture.”

      “Why are you so eager to shoot this down?” asked Nick, who was properly annoyed now. Lucas had passed the line of their usual banter, past joking dismissal into ‘dragging his heels’ territory, and for what?

      And Lucas couldn’t exactly verbalize why he was so cagey about the peaks, could he? After all, those reasons were locked up in the back of his mind, a plastic bag zip tied over their head.

      He couldn’t explain, so he reversed course, and retreated abruptly instead.

      “No reason,” he said. He turned his head, looked at the rising slope to their left without seeing it, and took a rote sip of coffee. Dammit, he had lost his appetite. So much for a proper breakfast for once.

      He tossed his napkin over his half-finished bagel — like a pall over the face of a dead man — and pushed himself back from the table.

      “Okay. Let’s check it out,” he said, injecting unfelt bravado into his voice.

      Nick looked at him for a moment, bemused by his change of heart, before giving a minute shake of his head — eyes rolled skyward to say ‘Always have to turn it into an arm wrestle, huh, Lucas?’ — and gathering up his things.

      As Nick finished and turned, taking a final, hasty bent-over sip of his coffee, his eyes fell on his brother again, and he frowned.

      “What?” asked Lucas. Impatient, standing there. Let’s move out, dude. Places to be.

      “Dude, your neck,” said Nick.

      Invisible cold jolted Lucas.

      He was lucky that his instincts were not fight or flight, but freeze. His expression revealed nothing.

      He played it off.

      “What are you talking about, my neck?”

      “Your neck, Lucas. Look at it.”

      Feigning a moderately annoyed, mystified reaction, Lucas made his way out of the little patio, the few strides down to the parked car, where he made a show of leaning down and squinting at his reflection.

      Nick was close behind, and in unison they packed into the car, doors swinging shut in one singular slam.

      “You see it?” asked Nick.

      “Yeah, Nick, little hard to miss,” said Lucas, continuing to feign nonchalance.

      In the driver’s seat he felt both calmer… and colder. Memory and unwelcome thought pushed at the corners of his eyes. He pushed back.

      He looked at himself in the rearview mirror.

      Though he made a show for Nick of pushing down his collar — raised against the cold — and turning his head this way and that, squinting as if in inspection. Even while going through the motions, he gazed not at his neck, but into his own eyes.

      “Must be allergic to that new shaving cream,” he said matter-of-factly.

      “Dude, are you serious?”

      “Yeah, I’m serious, Nick.” He presented exasperation at Nick’s obvious alarm, Nick’s almost aghast expression. Another person’s perspective, another person’s horror and dismay, was exactly what Lucas didn’t need. He pushed back on it. He hassled. “Remember when you got that new face wash, turned your face pink for like a week, and you had a presentation?”

      Mortifying flashbacks were always a good move to get Nicky off his back.

      It worked a treat this time. Nick went a little red and visibly eased off.

      He didn’t quite relent.

      There was still concern on his face, and he touched his own neck as he peered at Lucas’s, as if empathy echoed the pain in him. Lucas looked away. He pretended to focus on pulling out of the parking spot. He imagined he felt those eyes crawling on him and wished to God his brother would find something else to stare at.

      “It doesn’t hurt?” asked Nick. One last stab of brotherly concern.

      “No, Nick,” said Lucas. “It doesn’t hurt.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Another god damn dispensary next to the library.

      A minute and a half’s drive in length, looking borderline extinct in the shadows of the Rockies with its dilapidated old houses and fatigued streets, the town of Jericho still had three dispensaries.

      Nick had stepped into the library to get some wifi — service was in and out the further they got from sea level — and pick the brain of any locals he ran into. ‘Hey, you hear about those missing kids? You hear anything about strange signs out in the wilderness? Anyone chanting out in the woods?’ Normal stuff.

      Lucas lingered outside. Inside was itchy, inside was too close. He stood with hands in pockets, leaning against his car, and eyeballed a fog bank blocking his view of the actual mountains.

      The air was thin. It tasted like ice water.

      His ears had been popping on the roads that wound around, around, around in endless curves and circles, taking them gradually higher. Cool cucumber behind the wheel that he was, Lucas had still found himself white knuckling a few turns. He was accustomed to the endless stretches of rural America where you could see for miles in any direction. Here, his view was abruptly condensed, foreshortened. He felt like he had blinders on. Though he bitched silently to himself about ‘driving like a fucking grandma,’ he couldn’t turn off the sense that at any minute he was going to turn a corner and plow straight into a fallen boulder.

      He swallowed.

      The twinge, that feeling like a cold coming on, had changed shape in his throat.

      It didn’t feel like a closed fist any longer… but it rang other bells.

      A sensation like sucking on a budding bruise.

      A feeling like a stretched jaw, full mouth, tongue weighed down with a hot, thick intruder. Fingers in his hair. Heavy breathing overhead. Shane grasping his head not to fuck it but in involuntary, convulsive rapture. Fingertips that massaged, that gripped, that led Lucas by the scalp. Swallowing. Being unable to swallow.

      Lucas leaned against the Mustang wondering how — if — it was possible to retain so vividly the memory of something that had never happened.

      Well, he probably knew the answer to that one already.

      “Fuck it,” he said under his breath.

      He took his back off his car and went into the dispensary.

      And God, it sucked in there.

      Lucas let the door shut behind him and stood for a moment appalled at how pristine the place was.

      They sold weed here? Seriously?

      No psychedelic posters on the wall, no Bob Marley banners. The door opened to a tiny room colored exactly like a dentist’s office, where a gangly twenty-something sat behind a glass partition, watching a football game on his phone. The score blaring crackled out of his phone speaker. There was no weed in sight, just a security door and an emergency exit.

      It looked like a fucking bank lobby.

      The ‘teller’ fit the bill at least, in Lucas’s mind. The kid had an awkward, stretched build, a handful of late pimples, and bad local tattoos across his knuckles. Lucas knew the type; he’d made trades with dozens of kids just like this, back when Nicky was still plugging his way earnestly through the grades and Lucas was going through the motions. He’d been able to supply booze with his fake IDs, and teens could always get Oxy and Percs from their parents’ medicine cabinet. That stuff was vital when you were four hours out from medical attention, or ‘dad’ didn’t want to explain your patchwork of bruises and old scars to the ER nurse giving him the hairy eyeball.

      The pimply kid looked right for weed, but wrong in the bank teller window, almost like he’d gotten lost on the way to his shift at the McDonalds drive-through.

      Pimples didn’t look up. Lucas had entered unconsciously with his sneaky feet, catching the door behind him to let it close in silence — old habits from all the breaking and entering. Pimples hadn’t heard him. Lucas cleared his throat, but went unheard over the football match.

      Finally — feeling like a complete asshole — Lucas dinged the counter bell.

      Pimples paused his game and looked up. In the absence of the crowd’s tinny roar, Lucas realized that this place was playing music like a dentist’s office, too. A bland wisp of top forty bullshit was issuing from a speaker in the ceiling corner.

      Christ.

      Lucas put on his easiest, breeziest ‘Tell me everything you know’ smile.

      “Hey, man,” he said, and inserted a little stoner nonchalance in his voice for good measure.

      Pimples was unaffected. He only stared back, his face was that particular kind of burnout blank — not much behind the eyes.

      Lucas felt his energy wilt a little, and automatically countered the feeling with more egregious banter.

      “You got the stuff?” he asked, and mimed opening his jacket, like a dealer in a trenchcoat flashing his goods.

      The skeevy act did not go over, either. More blank staring.

      It occurred to Lucas that he was out of step here.

      He knew how to get ‘the stuff’ on the streets. He knew the beats, the lingo, the projection of a casual, disheveled confidence that drawled ‘I am clearly not a cop. Have you seen me?’ There was a companionability in the criminal burlesque, that nod and handshake among felons.

      He didn’t know shit about being a customer.

      A flash of familiar feeling swept over him, another wave in the tidal memory climbing his ankles.

      There were rules to follow here. Rules he had never learned.

      He ran into these gaps frequently, the places in life where your average Joe navigated with ease and he — the outlier, the freak, the good little soldier, the ace with the lockpicks and sniper rifle — was left fumbling the ball. There was a window for learning some things, and he was a man inching up on thirty who’d never learned to ride a bicycle.

      The memory was church. First time he’d ever attended a service. The usual cloak-and-dagger shit, gathering intel with Shane, except that Lucas hadn’t actually been there to help. No, he’d been arm candy. Shane looked more believable with a ‘son’ at his side and Lucas, well, he’d been one cute kid. God, he could remember the endless cheek pinching. Funerals where Shane played the mourning family friend, and here was his sweet, sad son. Better look solemn there, Lucas-o. Suspect schools where Shane played the religious stickler, determined that his kid get a Catholic education, and Lucas stood by straight-backed with the most Catholic expression he could muster. Friendly chatter with a cop, and hey, Lucas wants to be a cop when he grows up, isn’t that right, Lucas? Mind telling him some about the case, show him how the job works? Sure, no problem, Mr. Alias. Real cute kid you’ve got there. Oh, don’t I know it. Shane laughing, ruffling his hair. Regular ladykiller already.

      Church. Hymns. Little paper programs.

      When the collection plate came around to him, Lucas — already slightly dazzled by all the ceremony — had taken it, and stared at it.

      Just a blip. A half second’s confusion.

      But it was enough.

      He’d glanced at Shane for guidance and the warden had looked back, the expression on his face — clean-shaven for church, eerily bare and exposed — sharp with impatience bordering on contempt. Whisking the plate out of Lucas’s hands, he’d dropped in a crumbled five and passed it along.

      And Lucas had stood there, heart in his throat, crippled by the look in the man’s eyes, feeling as though Shane had punched him in the chest with the full weight of his arm.

      Bewildered.

      Had it been his fault he didn’t know?

      Lucas had sat through the rest of service numb, a lump in his throat and inexplicable tears threatening to prick his eyes.

      Shane’s disappointment could wound like that, and Lucas had been particularly vulnerable that Sunday — in the warm light coming through the stained glass window, in the ‘good’ clothes that didn’t quite fit him anymore because they so rarely had a need to look presentable — because in the pews directly ahead had been a happy family.

      A mom and a dad, two kids standing bored but well-behaved between them, and in dad’s arms, a baby sound asleep. Dad had joggled the infant through hymn after hymn. Lucas could still remember them — bathed in that rainbowy, church-filtered sunlight, that dad looking like he could bounce his child happily for an eternity, like fatherhood had given him the singular, unique superpower of tireless arms.

      Lucas had seen the same sunlight falling on his own hands, on Shane’s hands — tough, callused, big enough to wrap around a boy’s throat — resting on the pew in front of him… but the warmth never reached them. The sunlight hit the huge, looming iceberg of his keeper and was deflected, and Lucas stood — small, insignificant, slowly ripening for violence — cold as death in his monumental shadow.

      “ID?”

      Lucas practically fell off the mountain. His stomach actually lurched, and he cleared his throat.

      He blinked the word back to existence.

      “What?”

      Pimples pointed at a large sign on the wall, which read:

      
        
        NOTICE: ALL PATRONS MUST HAVE VALID PHOTO ID

        CANNABIS IS A FEDERALLY RECOGNIZED SCHEDULE I SUBSTANCE. TRANSPORTING CANNABIS PRODUCTS ACROSS STATE LINES IS A FEDERAL CRIME.

      

      

      Next to it was another, slightly smaller sign, which made Lucas’s eyebrows shoot straight to the ceiling:

      
        
        PLEASE TIP YOUR BUDTENDER

      

      

      ‘Budtender.’

      “You got it,” said Lucas, and flipped open his wallet. He fished through this and that fake ID — Robert Graves, Joseph Conrad, Arthur Doyle — thinking idly it would be hilarious if the ‘budtender’ busted him when cops, hospitals, and private security regularly failed to blink at even the most absurd of aliases.

      Bouncing right back to eyelash-batting bullshit mode, Lucas pulled out Arthur Doyle, slapped the ID down, and flashed a winning grin.

      He nodded at the sign. “You get a lot of kids coming in from out of state, think they’re gonna go home with souvenirs?”

      “Yeah.” Pimples finally nodded back; they’d achieved conversational homeostasis at last. He kept nodding as he swiped the ID, not blinking at the name. “Lots of people come in expecting like, the most cliché smoke shop. Bob Marley on the wall. That kind of shit.”

      Lucas gave an awkward clearing-throat cough-laugh.

      “Wow,” he said. “Lame.”

      “Yeah.” Pimples nodded again. He seemed to have forgotten he had Lucas’s ID. “They don’t get this stuff is like, medicine. You know?”

      “Right,” said Lucas. “Medicine.”

      If he was doing his job by the book, this would have been the ‘So, how about them missing children?’ stage of the chitchat, but he couldn’t imagine a conversation he wanted to have less.

      A beat of awkwardness — this time on the part of the medical professional — and then Pimples zoned back in and slid ‘Arthur Doyle’s’ ID back over.

      Pimples hit a button, and the security door audibly unlatched with a click.

      “Hope you find what you’re looking for,” he said.

      Something about the phrasing struck Lucas as strange, even ominous. It provoked another automatic levity.

      “Well.” A final stab at banter. He pointed at the single depiction of a pot leaf — a stern, one-dimensional placard on the door. Sunny smile. “Looking for weed, so I should be in the right place, right?”

      Pimples didn’t so much as snort. Lucas turned on his heel and exited the encounter, yearning profoundly for the rumpled-cash and sketch-plastic-baggy exchanges taking place in small towns all across America.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          

      

    

    







            TURTLE PURPLE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “If one is listening to another person talking, one may either (a) be studying verbal behaviour in terms of neural processes and the whole apparatus of vocalizing, or (b) be trying to understand what he is saying.”

        -R. D. Laing

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      If the entrance to the dispensary was a bank lobby, the interior was a candy store.

      Literally.

      The ‘goodies’ were all secured behind glass, but aside from the locks, they didn’t not resemble aisles at a movie theater.

      His eyes skimmed over the bright packaging of unrecognizable products — tinctures, cartridges, wax — and settled on the comfortable familiar.

      Chocolate bars. Taffy caramels. Rice crispy bars, brownies, copycat Girl Scout cookies. Hard candies in different shapes, colors, flavors. And of course… gummies.

      Sour gummies.

      The gleam of the neon wrappers called to him.

      Lucas practically had his nose to the glass, salivating like a dog at a butcher shop window, when a voice came from behind him.

      “Those are a little intense for a first timer.”

      He did a one-eighty, and behind the counter leaned a woman who hadn’t been there a moment ago. She must have emerged from the stocking shelves behind the register.

      The part of his brain that thought he was funny made some dumb, glib comment. ‘Ohh, this place has eye candy, too.’ Shut up.

      She was hot. She was his type. (Not that he was wildly discerning.) Dark hair, blue eyes. Stacked. Wearing a dispensary-branded smock over a shirt that a less principled man might have taken as an invitation to stare.

      She had little red cherry earrings.

      His Romeo mode kicked on like an engine. Bust out the dazzling smile, the disarming freckle-dust. A little Rebel Without a Cause in hand-me-down denim, a little bit cowboy in Shane’s old sherpa-lined jacket. Hair highway-tousled and slightly sun-bleached.

      He pointed a finger. “You must be the budtender.”

      She smiled. It was not a ‘come hither’ smile, but it was warmer than a customer service mask. The smile recognized his tone and found him at least amusing.

      ‘Amusing’ was fine. He could work with amusing. Not too far in the dictionary from ‘adorable.’

      “How do you know that it’s my ‘first time?’” he asked. He kept his tone clean, even overly clean, letting the suggestive words be suggestive all on their own. He approached the counter but didn’t loom, stopping instead to inspect a display of pot leaf-emblazoned socks. He was cute. He was harmless. Look at how cute and harmless I am, thoughtfully considering these weed socks.

      “First timers always make a beeline to the edibles,” she said. “The bright packaging attracts kiddy types. Those are women’s sizes,” she added.

      He recognized the light reprimand. ‘Grow up.’

      He straightened up and stopped messing with the socks.

      “Any recommendations?” he asked. “For a ‘first timer.’”

      She leaned on the counter and eyeballed him, assessing. He got the full head-to-toe scan, lazily performed, a scan that said she had noticed him noticing her boobs and considered herself entitled to a similar inspection. That was fair. He waited patiently.

      Finally she suggested, “Maybe a vape pen.”

      Ouch.

      He raised his eyebrows and affected a scoff, a look of mild hurt. “Really? I strike you as a vape guy?”

      She smiled again, and again she was neither particularly flirty nor telling him to take a hike. She said simply, “Maybe.”

      He took the unspoken rejection in stride. Flirtation was his default and favorite type of interaction, but good, clean banter with girls was a comfortable second. He liked women. He had always indulged himself in female company whenever possible — snapping up one night stands left and right as soon as he was tall and cute enough for girls to notice — but it wasn’t just about bumping uglies.

      One night stands had been a respite from the stifling male closeness of a whole life spent traveling with his brother, with boss dog Shane, and all the prickly tension between them. Respite from the claustrophobia of the warden’s expectations.

      Sex was great. Sex was sex. But the company of women and all they possessed — sheets which had never been pissed on by some drunk trucker, the enchanting smell of ten-plus types of hair and skin products, fridges with exotically flavored single serving Greek yogurts —  was itself superlative. Their houses, apartments, dorm housing were his vacation spots. Sneak out after the deed was done? Hell no! Hell, if the boss didn’t call, Lucas would practically turn squatter. Make a real sleepover out of it. Roll the chick flick, bring on the pillow fight. Give her a facial and then do facials. He wasn’t even above a manicure, as long as the girl promised to remove any polish before he headed back to Shane’s roving sideshow of masculinity.

      And it wasn’t even about masculinity or femininity. Not really. It was creature comforts, pure and simple. The joy of those feminine creature comforts ran parallel the joys of rolling around with a giggling stranger, mashing his face into a neck that smelled like strawberries, or cherry blossoms, or cucumber melon, and not—

      (Dried blood, sweat, gasoline, engine grease, dirty rags, bourbon breath.)

      He cleared his throat.

      “Let’s assume for a moment that I’m not a vape guy,” he said. “What would you recommend?”

      She apparently found him cute enough to be worth teasing.

      Pulling a small container down from the shelf behind her, she rattled off, “Turtle Purple. Hybrid, 23% THC, T-bones you with a psychedelic onset leading to full body high and euphoria. Powerhouse fruity flavor, super sweet, very tropical. Great for social settings.”

      He blinked rapidly.

      “‘Turtle purple?’”

      “Fifty-five for an eighth,” she said, putting it down on the counter in front of her. A light dimpling betrayed her amusement at his expression.

      “‘Fifty-five?’”

      “Pre-tax.”

      When he only stared at her, she said mildly, “It’s a designer strain.”

      “This is the same plant they have everywhere else, right?” he clarified. “Grows in the dirt, it’s not 3D-printed or something?”

      “Same plant,” she said, not rising to the barb of his skepticism. “Except this wasn’t grown in a ditch.”

      Touché.

      “All right,” he said. He leaned on the counter, companionable, taking his posture down a few inches in a ‘take pity on poor ol’ me’ manner. “Listen. This isn't my ‘first time,’ but I’m really more of a beer than a bud guy. Seems like I don’t have the most sophisticated palate.”

      She let him denigrate himself, smile continuing to play about her lips.

      “You’re the expert,” he said. “So you know what’s good, right? I’ll take whatever the ‘budtender’ is having.”

      He was surprised when she burst out laughing.

      Surprised because he didn’t know the joke, first of all, but second of all, there was something strange about her laugh. Something that didn’t fit the playful, pot leaf-emblazoned smock or little cherry-shaped earrings.

      The laughter died back down to the restrained ember of her smile, gone as quickly as it had come. “You couldn’t handle what I smoke,” she said, and her abrupt calm felt… glassy.

      His well-oiled instincts stood up.

      He didn’t say anything, but there was probably a shift in him, nearly imperceptible, that betrayed those instincts. He had not guarded himself against this cute girl working the counter in the weed shop.

      Whatever change showed in him, she saw it, and mirrored it back at him.

      A slight freezing of the expression. Stillness in the body. The muscular tension of the immobile.

      Nothing concrete occurred in the room. Nothing tangible, nothing real.

      But the air felt different on Lucas’s skin. He was abruptly fifteen again, handcuffed in the back of a cop car, affecting aloofness and ignoring the hammer of his heart. The claustrophobia of the cage. The four walls of a holding cell, of overnighting in jail, knowing that at some point Shane would bail or bust him out. At some point. At some point. His IDs had always marked him as older — and he had passed for older, old enough for gen pop — but there had come the eyes of other men, a spider’s whisper of ‘jail bait.’

      The security door, and that little lobby between him and outside, suddenly felt substantial.

      He ignored how he felt.

      He dialed up the sparkle again, masking under a bright smile.

      The moment was wrong, and they both knew it. He introduced the question into the conversational gap anyway, clunkily dumping words into the stagnant vacuum between them.

      “Say.” He sifted a finger aimlessly in a dish of weed-themed buttons, feigned casualness. “I bet you get a lot of folk coming through here on the drive up to Estes. Probably hear some gossip. Hear anything interesting about those people who went missing?”

      The corners of her eyes and lips crinkled, suggesting laughter at his artless segue.

      “Missing people?” She furrowed her brow at him, a pantomime of cluelessness. Mocking.

      He set his jaw. Went on casually. “A good handful, I heard. Some kids, even. Vanished right off the face of the Earth. Not out in the wilderness — Which is odd, right? — but tourist spots. Sometimes, going missing right around the corner from their hotel. Weird stuff.”

      “It happens,” she said calmly.

      “‘It happens?’” he repeated her words with an air of scoff behind them. “You don’t think there’s anything weird, anything maybe dangerous up in the mountains?”

      “Sure there is,” she said. “They’re called ‘mountain lions.’ The tourists are plenty dangerous to themselves, always backing over the edge of cliffs trying to take pictures.”

      He stared at her.

      Wasn’t that what he’d told Nick earlier? Weren’t those almost the exact same words? The same inflection, too, the same tone. He was sure. He felt a chill. He felt mirrored.

      She stared back at him, and her expression was goadingly innocent.

      He looked down, back up, deliberated. “You know…” He tapped his knuckles absently on the counter, his ring making a clicking sound against it. The chill in him persisted, trepidation creeping up his spine, but automatically he went through the motions of the job. His job. “‘Tourists.’ Huh. You know, I could have sworn I heard one of the girls was local.”

      “Huh.” She echoed his thoughtful tone, and then a smile broke through her opaque performance. It was a genuine smile, which unsettled him even further, and it held the same unsaid, nearly pitying ‘you’re adorable’ that had shut him down earlier.

      More than pitying. Patronizing. She was shrinking him down.

      “Are you investigating, officer…” She glanced at the register computer, then back to him. “Officer Doyle?”

      Amused twinkle in her eyes.

      She knew. His pretense of a cover was blown, leaving him naked. He would get nothing from her but more bad vibes.

      ‘Like blood from a stone.’

      Shane’s words, some old half-witticism, rolled back to Lucas from years past. An interrogation gone wrong. Bottom of his jeans messy-red. Shoes leaving sticky prints in the dark, resisting each step with a gory sluuuuck.

      He threw in the towel.

      Dropping all semblance of charm, he said briskly, “One pack of weed gummies, please.”

      “Sure thing.” She smiled at him again, and now she was flirty, practically batting her eyelashes as she asked, “Tropical or blue raspberry?”

      “The sour ones.”

      “Excellent choice,” she said, and as she turned to go fetch his gummies, he saw the tattoo on the back of her neck.

      Half-hidden by the bounce of her ponytail, the impression was of maybe a spiral. Something… radiating. Turning. Somehow familiar.

      Somehow terrible.

      He quickly checked his overactive instincts, a pop on the leash like Shane would have done, sharp jerk to the shirt collar. Yes, sir. Shutting up now.

      The girl was back, garish bag of candy in hand, ringing him up. He mutely put down his card, slid it over, but she shook her head and slid it back.

      “Cash only,” she said.

      Whatever.

      He dug in his wallet for cash, briefly managing to make himself annoyed about how much he was paying for weed (For weed!) and where the hell was that folded up twenty, and the mundane annoyance felt good. Felt dignified, felt human. ‘Cash only,’ what the hell. They couldn’t have put a sign up about that out front?

      He riffled through the fake IDs — slightly harder click-click-click-click than shuffled playing cards — and his heart stopped. He was punched in the heart. Cold plunged there, a popped bag of ice water draining rapidly to his stomach.

      Among all Lucas’s fake IDs was a jarring note. A tattered driver’s license.

      Another man’s face.

      Shane Case gazed up at him, and Lucas felt as tiny and terrified as if the man himself was standing there, having caught Lucas in the act of buying drugs.

      The flashback was instantaneous.

      Lucas clamped a lid on it, like a hand over a mouth about to scream. Plastic bag and a zip tie. He swallowed it. His throat throbbed; the memory was something pupal, metamorphosing, trying to split the skin and burst out of him.

      His heart was pounding so hard, he was sure the ‘budtender’ could hear it.

      Operating from a billion miles away, a scientist directing a rover on the surface of Mars, he calmly excavated his cash and pushed it across the counter.

      Ding.

      The girl worked the register, sorted out small bills and change. He stopped her.

      “Keep it,” he said.

      “Do you want a copy of your receipt?”

      Her eyes knew something. They were dancing. Laughing. She was so friendly now, the way she smiled, looking at him like she loved him.

      He was suddenly asking her something. Impulse. It mattered.

      “What is it you smoke?” he asked.

      It sounded like a joke, a smart ass ‘what are you smoking?’ questioning of someone’s sanity, but the impulse persisted. The mattering persisted.

      “Hm?”

      Her eyes glittered. She held out a plastic bag emblazoned with the dispensary logo on it, his package of weed gummies taking up a hilariously minute amount of space, about ten percent of the bag’s capacity. The bag was the perfect size to put over someone’s head.

      “The stuff you smoke.” He took the bag. He was almost frightened to see that his hands weren’t shaking. His mouth kept moving. “You said I couldn’t handle it.”

      Her mouth went ‘Ah.’

      She looked at him specifically, as if she knew him, as if she knew his real name and all of his secrets (all of them) and was weighing this and that against whatever secret knowledge she kept.

      She made a decision.

      “Here,” she said. “I’ll write it down for you.”

      She pulled a piece of paper to her, a pen, and scribbled something. She folded the paper neatly in half, carefully aligning the edges. She handed it to him. He opened it.

      The note read: ANSWERING MACHINE

      He silently refolded the note and slipped it into his wallet. Next to Shane.

      “Have a good one!” she said.

      And, as he turned to go — each step clinging to the floor as if sticky with blood — she added, offhand,

      “That is one hell of a hickey.”
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            PROMETHEUS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The wilderness had found him out early, and had taken on him a terrible vengeance for the fantastic invasion. I think it had whispered to him things about himself which he did not know…and the whisper had proved irresistibly fascinating. It echoed loudly within him because he was hollow at the core.”

        -Joseph Conrad
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        * * *

      

      The dispensary exit opened to the side, away from the street, and the roof’s overhang and some particularly gnarled shrubs gave Lucas cover for his episode.

      He leaned against the wall and sucked down cold mountain air.

      His heart still hammered, his guts twisting. The feeling of being fifteen again stuck to him like a spiderweb he’d walked into. Fifteen, fourteen, seventeen, twenty. Different shades of his own person passed over him — dark clouds.

      He’d gone to how many different schools? Depended on how you counted them, he supposed. A dozen or so that he’d spent any significant amount of time at. Schools he had attended for two or three months or a few weeks, schools he had dropped into for a matter of days, the number of those rose high into the double digits.

      Grades K through 8 were a blur for him; that had been Shane at his worst. Shane at his most paranoid. Lucas’s education had been an afterthought, if that. School was a convenient place to store your stolen kids, when they were still too young to drive the car while you slumped bleeding, semi-conscious in the passenger seat. School was a dumping ground, a glorified association of babysitters. A blur of crayons, then pencils, cursive, times tables. A thousand teachers’ faces dissolving into anonymity. Somehow Lucas learned to read and write.

      High school had been different.

      High school he remembered. High school memories slowed to the point of visibility.

      That was when Nicky had started showing his spark, the enthusiasm for learning that would quickly surpass his older brother’s reading level, his mathematical abilities, his GPA. Lucas barely ever scraped above a 2.0. It wasn’t lack of aptitude as much as it was constant absences, disinterest, and the general result of having a ‘father figure’ who kept you constantly on the move and used your half-completed homework as scratch paper.

      Lucas wasn’t stupid.

      But Nick had been smart.

      When Nick started to pull down those As and Bs — even with their tiny regiment constantly on the move, and no special help from the boss — Shane had started to pay attention.

      Lucas had paid attention, too.

      He had resolved to keep Nicky out of trouble. He was going to sink to the bottom, but Nick was going to swim.

      Lucas had infiltrated every school’s underbelly, as undercover in his classes as he was on the job with Shane. He knew which kids were bad news. He made himself one of them. He could be found on the smokers’ corner — a magnetic gathering place of burnouts-in-progress present on any school block — as frequently as any future felon. He memorized every too old, too friendly stranger, every teacher with sticky fingers or lingering eyes. He sniffed out every vice, every predator, every pitfall. He cleared the way for Nick.

      But familiarity bred complacency.

      Lucas became intimately familiar with bummed cigarettes, traded baggies of seed-and-stem skunk weed, prescription bottles with the labels ripped off and just two or three white pills bouncing around inside. He didn’t develop a habit, exactly. He did exactly as much and as little as he imagined an undercover cop might do. If he could be seen splitting a joint, or sneaking a nip of Jim Beam between classes, he was that much easier for the seedy underbelly to trust.

      At least, that had been the logic.

      Truth be told, he hadn’t minded the sedation. School made him restless. Teachers didn’t like him. He yearned to be out in the world, out in the night. Under Shane’s thumb where he belonged.

      Shane never expected Lucas to be a choirboy… but he had limits.

      Lucas guessed that he’d known the very first time Lucas took a puff off a cigarette, known it from miles away, the way that parents sometimes wake in a panic at the exact moment their kid has a car crash halfway across the country. Instinct. Some kind of primal ESP.

      Lucas guessed that Shane had known about every furtive toke. Every sip of vile, syrupy cheap rum taken behind the gym.

      Known. Tolerated.

      Shane had certainly been no choirboy in his time.

      He let Lucas make the mistakes. And then corrected them.

      Once with pills. They were only muscle relaxers (stupidly left kicking around in a pocket), but Shane had gotten the belt out for the first and only time in Lucas’s life.

      Shane never went to the belt before or after that; maybe he didn’t like the way he felt, either. Maybe it took him back to some unpleasant place from his own childhood. Maybe it simply felt too paternal. Too personal.

      Too much like father and son.

      Shane hurt him in plenty of other ways — unintentionally, accidentally, putting him in harm’s way, failing to cushion his fall when things went south — but never again like that. Never again a beating with such clarity.

      Lucas got the message.

      No pills.

      He never touched another. Nothing that wasn’t purely medicinal, nothing that the warden didn’t personally approve. If Shane didn’t think he needed Oxy for that busted clavicle, then Lucas didn’t need it.

      Shane had corrected him once for alcohol.

      As long as Lucas had maintained a pretense of deception, respecting his ‘old man’ enough to hide things, Shane was permissive. What teenage boy didn’t sneak the occasional beer?

      It was the night that Lucas came home sloshed — having gotten in over his head at a house party some girl invited him to, hoping to get some action and meaning to leave right after — that Shane made his point.

      Three in the morning. Nicky asleep in the other room. Shane waiting up, seated on the edge of the mattress, silent and absolutely still. A noir profile in the light of a single lamp.

      Lucas recalled the man’s profile through the screen door, how it had struck him. That watchdog’s face oblique, surrounded by pale rays, light seeming to emanate from Shane like the halo of a church icon.

      Lucas had been so warm, so fluid from spiked punch. Jungle juice. Half a joint with a girl’s lipstick on it, irresistible.

      He had known that he was walking into the lion’s den. He had expected the belt.

      But he had felt only mellow, toasty, profound affection. Affection wasn’t even the right word. Devotion was maybe close. ‘Love’ felt flat, one-dimensional. ‘Love’ was a cheesy hallmark card. Lucas’s entire being had been… lit up. He was a moth in sight of the flame. He was going to Shane. His prison guard, his old man. He was going to kneel down and put his head in the lion’s mouth.

      He had not kissed the girl at the party.

      He wanted to kiss Shane.

      The screen door squeaked inward.

      Shane’s head turned. His silhouette disappeared — there was nothing but the dark, floating shape of his head, expressionless, the light behind it.

      Lucas wordlessly dropped his keys in the bowl.

      Teetered the four, five steps over to Shane’s silhouette.

      He was sweaty from the thick summer night, the exertion of hopping two or three fences. Hair damp. Breath sour from shitty, sugary rum punch — nothing like the smoky bourbon taste of the boss on a bender.

      Shane rose.

      A mountain.

      Lucas looked up — up, up up — into the dense black shadow of him.

      And Shane slapped him across the face.

      Open hand. Rattling Lucas’s teeth in his head. Bam, right to the kisser.

      A century later — all right, fine, a decade — Lucas sat on the ground, back to the dispensary wall, and held his face and mused.

      Birds flew in the gray sky. Little black dots. They vanished into a wall of cloud.

      Lucas pulled his sour gummies out of the absurdly sized dispensary bag, glanced at but didn’t read the stern dosage warning on the back, and ripped open the package and popped a single gummy into his mouth.

      He let it linger there. Dissolving.

      Funnily, that one wasn’t even a bad memory.

      Memory of Shane’s belt was what had sent Lucas’s composure scattering all over the dispensary door, like so many marbles.

      Memory of Shane’s flat palm now put him back together.

      Lucas rested his head against the wall. He searched the sky for more little black dots of birds.

      He sucked his candy and recalled spending that night puking his guts out in the bathroom, the warden standing by at his coldest and most distant. Shane offered him no comfort; Lucas was a man if he was drinking, right? And he was paying a man’s price. Shane let him suffer that lesson to its completion.

      But Lucas had loved him for lingering.

      For waiting up that night.

      Shane’s wrath, the black tar in him that boiled over at Lucas’s defiance, covered good old bones. The slap had been an afterthought. Necessary, but delayed by a few vital, pivotal breaths, his eyes raking Lucas from head to toe, assessing. Lucas remembered the full caress of those eyes. They had touched him everywhere… stroked him. An invisible frisking which went bone deep, which was tender and invasive and hot. Heavy with possession.

      Not sexual. Not predatory.

      Worse than that. Better than that. Superlative, beyond definition.

      Shane’s had been the anger of a man whose own limb had detached itself and gone out drinking — as if Lucas had not just broken the rules, but violated Shane’s very bodily autonomy.

      The visual scan had been that of a man assessing his own stray limb for injury, for blemishes, for other people’s fingerprints. Relief at finding it untouched, in one piece, in good shape to reattach. His. Not simple possessiveness. Nothing so pedestrian as desire. Instead, an absolute intolerance for separation.

      Separation was anathema. Lucas’s absence was compound fracture, blunt force trauma, aortic aneurysm. It was violence.

      Shane had been worse than angry.

      He had been worried.

      And it was only after determining that Lucas was in one piece, home safe and sound, that Shane walloped him.

      (Walloped him, and then watched him. Watched him all night, as unmoving and expressionless as some kind of human security camera. Watched with those drowning pool eyes to see that he breathed.)

      (Worried.)

      Yeah, Lucas was sick for smiling at the memory.

      But he didn’t have a lot of memories like those — memories where he was confident that Shane cared for him any more than a gardener cared for a spade. Moments like those became very rare. Lucas had been almost bitter when Shane decided he was old enough to drink, the warden’s only reprimand a ‘You didn’t drive, did you?’ when Lucas showed up sloppy and cross-eyed to their lodging-of-the-week one night at what, seventeen?

      But then, Shane’s leniency had given way to other intimacies.

      Lucas recalled being bold enough to drink from Shane’s beer, reaching for it one night with some game on, TV mumbling, Nick out on a study date with some friends, and it had been a joke. Expecting the boss to give him the side-eye, a glance of warning like a dog with a bone, and it would have been funny… the joke being that Lucas would ever defy Shane’s rules in front of his face.

      But Shane had said nothing, done nothing, his brooding eyes level with the television, and Lucas had already lifted the bottle halfway to his mouth. Too far to stop.

      He remembered the gleam on it — wet from Shane’s lips.

      Remembered the taste of the glass rim, the sensation of the bottle already damp and drunk from, and the giddy, excited, greedy feeling that had transformed into a private throb.

      He remembered a different night. A similar taste.

      The same wet feeling on his lips. A gloss of saliva. Shane painting it there with his tongue, Lucas panting and wanting to suck him down, his hands going everywhere with a bumbling excitement he’d been way too old for. No longer seventeen, but clumsy like it. Trying to open Shane’s belt with the same elegance as a virgin unsnapping his first bra. And then, the hefting motion. The weight of a man on him. Good, hot, heavy.

      Lucas remembered it, and he didn’t at all. Of course he didn’t.

      Nothing to remember.

      He rubbed his eye with the back of his hand. Tired. He hadn’t slept well.

      Why was the hotel door open?

      With panic gone, only moodiness remained.

      And he almost preferred the panic.

      Shane’s death sat upon him exactly like a rock; no matter what position he took, the hard edges dug in. It was uncomplicated and factual. The old boss dog was dead, and Lucas was still here. With this fucking boulder in his lap.

      Why had the hotel door been open?

      And what the hell had this chick been on? Answering machine… get real. The Lucas having a claustrophobic fit in the weed shop — and sue him, he’d been captured and locked up enough times in little rooms to justify having an issue — and the Lucas chilling in the brisk mountain air were two different animals. This animal was cool-headed, running facts against experience in his head, tapping him on the shoulder and holding up a sign that read ‘OCCAM’S RAZOR’ scribbled in marker.

      Occam’s Razor. Shane’s favorite.

      He hadn’t called it that — and neither had Lucas, until Nick came home from college with his head full of ten dollar words that made him a bitch to play trivia against — preferring a simpler: ‘It makes sense if you don’t think about it.’ Almost a joke, coming from the most analytical bastard Lucas had ever met. But the man’s brilliance was in not overthinking.

      ‘It makes sense if you don’t think about it.’

      No shades of gray. No bullshit. Give me a KISS — Keep It Simple, Stupid.

      Shane’s greatest gift to him:

      Clarity.

      The ‘budtender’ was probably blazed off her ass.

      A chick that hot, in a small town like this? You couldn’t tell him she wasn’t bored as hell. She was probably sampling the merchandise at any given moment.

      Yep. Lucas aligned the rational dots in his head and decided that was it. She’d been high and, hell, probably fucking with him, too, because he’d gone in there all gaga eyes and guns a-blazing. That was on him.

      Sloppy.

      He fished another gummy out of the pack and stuck it in his cheek. The first was nearly dissolved, his tongue smarting from the citric acid.

      He delayed a little longer.

      But finally, inevitably, he had to pull out his wallet again.

      He fished out the IDs and spread them on his lap. His own, he lined up in a column, slightly overlapping.

      The driver’s license of Shane Case sat alone.

      The warden gazed up at him. Eternally preserved at forty-six, at six foot three and one hundred ninety-five pounds according to the state of Texas, the man was no less harrowing or inscrutable on plastic.

      He had not smiled for the camera.

      Long before he had been their warden, Shane Case had been a marine, and Lucas thought he must have fought the biggest war trying to keep his facial hair within regulation. The man grew five o’ clock shadow before he’d finished his morning coffee. The everpresent stubble was Lucas’s strongest sense memory of him, followed closely by the dark, rich, masculine smell hidden in his clothes.

      Shane had sawn off the beard regularly, but never in Lucas’s recollection had he pursued the face of a smooth-shaven soldier again aside from rare cases, disguises. His jaw was always dark, its threateningly broad angle obscured. Broad-jawed. Strong-browed. Eyes just deep-set enough to let them fall frequently into shadow, eyes of a sinister, glittering hazel. Drowning pools for pupils. Black holes. Eyes that drank, that swallowed. Even when he smiled, the eyes took, and they withheld.

      His skin looked almost sallow in this picture. The light was not good, the result was sickly. Almost malevolently pallid.

      He had been tan, once.

      Before the nocturnal living — the existence under streetlights, neons, eerie fluorescents, like a malnourished weed plant in someone’s closet — Lucas remembered pictures of a Mediterranean honeymoon. Shane’s white teeth grinning in a sun-bronzed face. Shots from the finish line of a charity run for the VA, Shane in shorts, golden brown and unamused by the camera. Lucas recalled the mythology of that picture, though he didn’t know who had told him. Some friends from the service had challenged Shane to perform an old feat of his, running a 5k while chain-smoking. Shane accepted the challenge, came third, and puked after.

      He had been tan the last summer of Lucas’s childhood.

      Lucas recalled him coming in from mowing, mopping off sweat with his own peeled-off shirt. Cracking open a beer, standing in the cool air of the open fridge, Adam’s apple bobbing. Lucas observing in the vacant manner of children, eating cereal at turtle speed. Probably picking his nose. The sheen of sweat had made Shane gleam, like he had carried the sunlight inside and was wearing it on his own skin.

      Prometheus.

      Lucas wouldn’t learn the name or the concept until late in high school, sitting half-stoned in the back of history class, dizzyingly bored… and then for some reason stirred. Looking up. Sitting up straight. Drawn inexplicably to the projector’s image.

      Prometheus. Fire-carrier. Forebearer. He made man out of clay and was damned to eternal torment, chained to a mountain where an eagle perpetually devoured his liver.

      Sounded right.

      Sounded like Shane.

      Lucas picked a bit of gummy candy out of his teeth.

      He held up the license and wondered where the hell it had come from.

      He’d known he had it somewhere, sure, the same way he had a ton of the boss’s old stuff locked up in storage units across the country where he hoped to God no one would ever go poking around. But Lucas didn’t carry stuff around. Hell no. He wasn’t sentimental, and he didn’t need a reminder of the man to keep with him. He really didn’t.

      But the license hadn’t climbed into his wallet by itself.

      Holding it at eye level, Lucas set his living gaze against Shane’s dead one.

      As always, he had to look away first.

      He glanced briefly at his own IDs, wincing at the picture he’d chosen for himself. Idiotically aloof, trying too hard, brow puckered and lips nearly pursed as if too engaged in deep thought, too damn complicated to care about the camera. Such a badass. Drowning in Shane’s jacket. Not sallow but ivory, pale and delicate as his mom had been. He had inherited her features. Faintly elevated with testosterone, jaw squared, not infrequently sporting some stubble of his own these days, but still unmistakably his mother’s.

      The sweetness she’d lent him certainly helped when he needed to slather on the charm. Girls loved it. Authority figures gave him the benefit of the doubt wayyy more often than they should have.

      But sometimes, sweetness veered too much into vulnerability.

      It didn’t wear shadows as well as Shane.

      Lucas placed their IDs side by side. He tried to imagine that they looked alike.

      Him and Shane.

      Becoming on a first name basis with the man after his death wasn’t as equalizing as Lucas had tried to make it in his head. Supplication still waited on his tongue, sugary and sour as candy. He knew that if Shane Case walked around the corner that moment, the first words out of his own mouth would be ‘yes, sir.’

      What did they look like next to each other?

      Warden and prisoner? Father and son? God and supplicant?

      He swapped the IDs — from him on the right, Shane on the left, to Shane on the right and him on the left — and reconsidered them.

      The golden-brown Shane of summer sunshine might have resembled the overly sensitive, Rebel Without a Cause looking shithead, but Lucas’s remembered Prometheus was a stranger to the sallow killer pictured here.

      The Shane Case who had stolen his childhood would have slit the fire-carrier’s throat to get it.

      Imagine that man tossing the pigskin.

      Lucas actually laughed.

      He laughed — a short, rough sound startled by itself — and he rested his head back against the wall, rubbed his face with his hands.

      And Shane had smoked weed, the giant fucking hypocrite. ‘Do as I say, not as I do’ bastard.

      He had made huge clouds at his wife’s grave.

      Lucas had seen him from the truck, Lucas sitting tiny and dwarfed in the man-sized seat, holding his little brother and peering out the window, not realizing yet that they had been stolen. Knowing only that he preferred Shane’s truck — warm, its engine humming — to the cold, empty foster home fifty miles back.

      Shane standing there surrounded by long plumes of curling, sinister, oil-black, purple and blue-black smoke. Thicker than tobacco smoke. Cartoon poison smoke. Carcinogen-rich, breath-in-and-choke fireworks runoff smoke.

      Some hellish kind of cigarette in hand. A long black thorn.

      Lucas had watched him bring it to his lips, watched the blacker-than-black stream out around his neighbor’s head liquid, sinuous, iridescent as gasoline, twirling upward through the air, spiraling, beautiful. He watched the sun-dripping, golden man becoming a factory. Belching out toxins, pollutants. A great human-shaped industrial hulk. Brutalist. Awe-inspiring. Burning. Prometheus undone.

      The man who came back from the grave was not the man who had indulged his wife’s affection for the kids next door, let them storm his house and flood the garden, even made the little gremlins pancakes with M&Ms. He was not the same man that had buried his wife.

      His name was no longer ‘Shane.’

      His name was ‘sir.’ An honorific strange to the lips of a child, but which would become familiar.

      Lucas would grow into it.

      The man had gotten back in the car, and Lucas had asked, ‘Are we going home?’ and he had said, ‘No,’ and Lucas hadn’t realized for maybe five hundred miles that he meant not ever.

      And damn that had been some skunk weed.

      Clinging to their clothes. Clinging to the inside of the truck. Shane smoked only rarely, but when he did, it was always that stuff, and it was like no weed Lucas had ever known.

      Lucas always imagined it as some ‘feed me, Seymour’ type of freak jungle plant. Something the boys brought back from ‘Nam, mutated into existence by Agent Orange, and nurtured in a Timothy McVeigh type bunker grow room until it reached full, noxious flower. Then found its way to the boss’s secret stash.

      Shane always tasted like charcoal when he smoked it.

      Lucas stuck a third gummy in his mouth.

      He got up, brushed off his jeans, and took a minute to wedge all the fake IDs back into his straining wallet. He really needed to get a new one.

      He strolled around the corner of the building.

      And there was Nick, leaning against the Mustang, shoulders hunched in the worried way that made him look almost small. Slouching like a kid.

      When he saw Lucas come around the corner, he straightened up, and Lucas saw the flash of relief on his face turn immediately pissed. Lucas pressed his lips together against a grin.

      “Deduce anything useful at the library, Sherlock?” he asked, practically bouncing down the last few steps to the car. “No, wait. Find any clues, Blue? That’s what they say on that show, right?”

      “Dude.” Nick spread his arms wide, a gesture that said ‘I’m too pissed to demand ‘what the hell,’ but what the hell?’

      Lucas tossed his keys onto Nick's chest, where he caught them on instinct.

      “Your turn to drive,” said Lucas, walking around the car and waving the package of gummies.

      Nick's expression changed.

      Lucas ducked into the car, and Nick followed, and as the doors clapped shut, Nick asked, “How many of those have you had?”

      “I don’t know, like three?”

      “Lucas!” Nick's face and voice were appalled. “You know you’re only supposed to eat like one of those at a time, right?”

      Lucas scoffed. “It’s weed, Nick. Not acid.”

      Nick did his angry, sarcastic ‘Sure, Lucas,’ half-laugh. “I guess you’ve never gotten messed up before on edibles, huh?”

      “Oh, please,” said Lucas. “Don’t act like you’re some sort of weed sherpa because your college roommate made magic brownies one time.”

      “Your funeral,” said Nick. He grimly turned the key in the ignition.

      “So, what? You really didn’t find anything?”

      “Nope,” said Nick, with a grim, decisive smack of lips on the P. “Librarian kept trying to get me to sign up for some class they’re having on filing tax returns.”

      “You get her number?” asked Lucas, fishing around in the bag for another gummy.

      Nick snatched the bag out of his hand.

      “We’re following a lead, Lucas,” he snapped. As usual, his attempts at sounding authoritative just came out as whiny. Lucas couldn’t help but roll his eyes.

      “Okay, Prof,” he said. “Can I have my drugs back after class, though?”

      Nick turned away, facing the wheel, stormy-faced and frankly adorable.

      “You’re gonna feel like shit later,” he informed Lucas. A final petulant poke. “And I’m not gonna feel sorry for you.”

      “Damn.” Lucas shook his head woefully. “I definitely wouldn’t have eaten those if I knew you weren’t going to rub my back and tuck me into bed later.”

      A disgruntled noise from Nick as they pulled back onto the road. A didn’t-need-articulating scoff of ‘You’re gonna regret it, dude.’

      Yeah, Nicky. I’m used to that.
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        “…he came to believe that in our time the possibility of simple natural love between human beings had already been abolished.”

        -R. D. Laing
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        * * *

      

      “Nick, my heart feels like it’s going to throw up.”

      Mean, smug laughter from Nick. Lucas couldn’t see his brother’s face, he was too busy burying his own face in his hands to keep his eyeballs from falling out, but he could imagine it. Nicky smiling so broad, his happiness so damn pure. Petty in the most childish possible way.

      “I’m serious, man,” he moaned.

      His heart felt like a marble ping-ponging back and forth between his ribs at lightning speed. God, it felt like it was going to grow claws and burst out of his chest.

      Looking out the car window was out of the question. Lucas had been thinking oh, that might be nice, taking in the mountain view while experiencing a pleasant, toasty high. Clouds, boulders, pine trees.

      Now, nope. Absolutely not. He could barely tolerate the sight of his own closed eyelids.

      He took off his jacket, pulled it over his head, and curled up on the passenger side like a cat in the sun — only a thousand times more miserable. The dark didn’t exactly help — his muscles crawled under his skin, twitching and jerking, caterpillars and crickets — but God, maybe if he tried hard enough he could fall asleep. He had slept badly enough the night before. Oblivion, that was what was needed.

      “You okay, dude?” came Nick’s voice, a little concerned now.

      The words felt like they came an hour after Lucas’s. The time dilation was ramping up. The world around him was pure molasses, slow as pitch, while his own thoughts raced at a thousand miles per hour. Blood throbbed in his ears like a pulse.

      “No, Nick, I’m not okay,” he snapped back. “Why are they allowed to sell this shit? How the hell is this legal?”

      A suppressed snick of laughter at Lucas’s expense. If Lucas could spout off, he probably wasn’t dying, Nick seemed to decide.

      He felt Nick’s hand pat him patronizingly on the head.

      “Most people read the instructions,” said Nick.

      “Bite me,” shot Lucas. “How far to St. Barnaby?” His words sounded like he was shouting them through a fishbowl.

      “Umm.” The tongue-clicking sound of Nick checking the GPS. “About three hours.”

      Three hours sounded more like three years in ‘irretrievably stoned’ hours.

      Lucas settled in for a long and unpleasant drive.
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        * * *

      

      By the time they reached the little nothing town of St. Barnaby, Lucas did not feel normal, but he had resigned himself to this new state of being. His name was Lucas Russo, he was twenty-eight years old, he was a Taurus, and he was going to be high forever. Nice to meet you.

      He’d had some interesting experiences with sedation in hospitals, the rare instances that Shane’s doctoring didn’t do the trick and a risky trip to the ER was necessary. Compound fractures, a nearly amputated three fingers once. That had been fun. Point being, he’d gotten the Good Stuff plenty of times, but he’d gotten the bad stuff a couple of times, too. The really sick-to-your-stomach shit they use on farm animals.

      This high had more in common with horse tranquilizers than any weed he’d ever smoked.

      They floated into St. Barnaby shortly before sundown, the scenery thankfully censored by dusk, which meant Lucas didn’t have to comprehend the existence of mountain peaks or think about just how far they were above sea level. He focused instead on the interior of the Mustang, the dashboard, the leather seats. He noticed only distantly when the car rocked to a halt, too absorbed in feeling the seams of the seats.

      He must have been making it weird, because Nick spoke up, drily amused, “You doing okay?”

      “I’m great,” said Lucas, who was in slow-motion, skin-rippling hell, but who would have said the same thing if there were fire ants eating his eyes. “Why’d you stop?”

      Nick snorted.

      “Road’s blocked.”

      Lucas looked up.

      For a second the vision before him was terrifying, the road full of giant, many-legged things with antle— Nope, those were elk. A lot of elk. Enough elk that their outlines blurred together in the dulling light of sunset, hence the impression of many legs. The herd was walking at a steady enough pace, but their passage seemed to go on, and on, and on. Cars backed up behind the Mustang and others waited on the other side of the herd, lights breaking up in the animals’ movement.

      “You know,” said Nick in his thoughtful, ‘here’s a fun fact’ voice. “The elk up here are functionally extinct.”

      “Sure don’t look extinct to me,” said Lucas, slightly mesmerized by the ongoing optical illusion, but not enjoying it.

      “The herds are big, but they’re cut off from other elk by cities, highways,” said Nick. “So they don’t get any new blood. Genetically, it’s a dead end. It looks like a lot of elk, but on a genetic level, they may as well all be the same animal.”

      “Dude,” said Lucas. “Don’t tell me that shit when I’m high. I don’t wanna hear that right now.”

      Startled from his introspective moment, Nick glanced over. He gave a laugh. “Sorry.” A little guilty, but more amused than guilty. He and Shane had always had the same philosophy vis a vis Lucas’s bad choices. You make your bed, you lie in it. Man enough to make the mistake, man enough to face the consequences.

      The elk moved on, dissipating formless into a dark treeline, and traffic eased along again.

      “That’s what they do with lab rats,” added Nick, too full of fun facts not to share. “Breed them to be clones, so that they’re a clean slate for experimentation.”

      “Dude!”

      “All right, sorry, sorry.”

      Lucas slumped back down in his seat, groaning mostly to himself, “That is so fucked up.”

      They finally pulled into their destination.

      The hotel was squished in alongside several others, a row of vaguely cabin-shaped things that tried to sell you on those mountain lodge vibes on the smallest possible scale. There was only a limited slice of room between the road and a skyrocketingly steep upward slope, the edge of usable ground marked by a stagger-line of craggy pine.

      Nick meticulously finagled the Mustang into a cramped spot — beyond careful, knowing that Lucas would kill him if he got so much as a scratch on the thing — but Lucas wasn’t paying attention. He was already shaking his head.

      “Nope. Don’t like it.”

      Nick put the car in park and gave him an exasperated look. “What do you mean, ‘don’t like it?’”

      Lucas just kept shaking his head, on a delay, until finally his brain articulated something and it popped out of his mouth.

      “Bad vibes.”

      “‘Bad vibes?’” Nick gaped at him for a second, mystified, then realization passed over his face, followed by impatience. “Lucas. You stuffed probably like… fifty milligrams of THC down your face at once. You’re going to have ‘bad vibes’ for the next twenty-four hours.”

      “Nope.” The head was still shaking. “It’s not the weed, Nick.”

      Lucas sat up, pointed out a white van parked near an AC unit. His seriousness captured his brother’s for a moment, Nick leaning forward with a frown and a focus. Listening.

      “That doesn’t look like a murder van to you?” asked Lucas. “That doesn’t look like an evil cultist’s murder van?”

      Nick dropped back in his seat.

      He did not look amused.

      “Can you be normal about check-in?” he asked. “Or do I need to leave you in the car until I get our keys?”

      Lucas was already going for the handle. “Do not leave me in this car.”
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        * * *

      

      Normal, normal. He could be normal. He could be very normal about check-in.

      He stood next to his brother at the front desk, hands in his pockets, not touching anything, not looking at anything. Especially not looking at the giant stuffed bear that had greeted them upon entering the room. Great big paws raised, claws out, mouth open, full of teeth. Awesome.

      Nick kept an eyeball on him, and as they waited on the front desk — for approximately ten thousand million years — he checked in yet again, his tone almost gentle. “You hanging in there?”

      “Do I look like I’m not hanging in there?” asked Lucas immediately, concerned. He looked down at himself. “What, do I look weird? Am I standing weird?”

      Nick bit his tongue and delicately rephrased. “Just making sure you’re not having a panic attack.”

      Lucas bounced lightly on the balls of his feet, scoffing, positively wafting machismo. “No, no. I’m just like, hopped up.”

      “‘Hopped up?’” Nick echoed him, his smile amused skepticism.

      “You know, adrenalined up. Like just kicked the monster’s ass, nearly died, wired. Hopped up.”

      Nick raised his eyebrows. “You get that when you’re not hunting?”

      “Sure. Sometimes.”

      “Dude.” A huff of funny-not-funny laughter. “That sounds like a panic attack. I think you’re having panic attacks, Lucas.”

      “Something’s attacking me?” Lucas affected alarm, shooting his gaze around.

      Never too hopped up to mess with Nicky.

      His brother did not look impressed. Empathy transformed once more to impatience, and he turned to flip through pamphlets for local attractions, his back to Lucas broadcasting ‘grow up.’

      Through the misery, Lucas grinned.

      Panic attack, adrenaline, ‘the willies.’ Call it what you want, Nick.

      Didn’t matter, as long as he didn’t let it get on top of him.

      “Hello,” barked the man at the front desk.

      Lucas jumped about three feet.

      Nick startled, too, but was already in ‘I am a sweet, inoffensive, six foot four puppy dog’ mode when he turned.

      “Hey, we reserved a room online. Under ‘Hawthorne, Nathaniel?’”

      The man — who closely resembled the bear in his lobby — hardly glanced at them. This was peak tourist country in full swing, after all, not middle of nowhere meth territory where the hotel owners had to keep a hawk eye out for troublemakers. He probably saw a dozen stoned-out-of-their-mind twenty-somethings every week.

      They did the dance of IDs, credit cards, keys, and Lucas tried not to follow the exchange with his eyes. Too much noise.

      He turned instead to the pamphlets Nick had been inspecting, and inspected them himself.

      His brain was too busy ping-ponging around in his head to even consider trying to read the text, but he looked at the pictures. Nice trees. Nice calm, blue rivers. Oh look — a lake. Very tranquil.

      Buffalo. Horses. Geese.

      His eyes slid over numerous mountainsides. Each one unsettled him. Clashing, out of order portraits on different pamphlets — here a mountain peak underneath a slope, and to the left a sharp cliff, out of place — gave the display a look like a jigsaw puzzle with all the pieces scattered.

      And then he saw it.

      His heart stuttered violently.

      He grabbed one of the pamphlets, held it up before his eyes, and tried to remain standing while waves of fire and ice washed through his body.

      Recognition.

      A picture of a tree trunk, behind it a low, placid river, and beyond that a rising mountainside.

      Carved into the trunk was the same semi-spiraling symbol he had glimpsed on the back of the budtender’s neck.

      A broken spiral. A wheel, turning.

      No… not a wheel.

      “Lucas?”

      Without a thought he stuffed the pamphlet into his jacket, turned, and put on a face of innocent, stoned nothingness.

      “Hm?”

      Nick checked him over, seemed to notice nothing more than the ongoing bugging-out, and held the door open for him. “Got the keys. Let’s roll.”

      Back out into the thin mountain air.

      Night had fallen completely. The darkness was comforting on one level, erasing the noise of sunshine and sky, but unsettling on another. The cool dark gave him nothing to focus on but his own racing thoughts, the hyper-awareness of his pulsing body, and the sense of time slowed to a crawl.

      Their room was at the end of the row. Closest to the trees.

      Lucas chose not to look at them, knowing he would imagine monsters in that murky oblivion of wind-sighing, rustling branches.

      As soon as Nick had the door open, Lucas pushed past and went to faceplant on the nearest bed.

      Thank God.

      Mattress. Pillows. Quilted cover.

      For a man who lived on the move, had been raised on the move, hadn’t had a stationary existence since he was five, the illusion of ‘cozy mountain bedroom’ worked total magic over him. He didn’t care that hundreds if not thousands of people had slept here, that plenty of them had probably screwed or had some special, private ‘alone time’ in this very spot. For now, this bed was his.

      And no force on earth was going to peel him off of it until the weed gummy demons put away their pitchforks.

      “Dude, at least take off your shoes,” said Nick.

      “You take them off,” muffled Lucas through the pillow.

      Nick didn’t dignify that with an answer. Lucas heard him unloading his laptop bag, moving around doing his little obsessive-compulsive adjustments to get the room how he liked it. Remote on the side closest the bathroom, not the door. He would line up his shoes beside the bed where he could get them on in an instant, drape his coat over the headboard instead of on the coat rack for the same reason. Cozily familiar sounds.

      “I’m gonna go get some stuff out of the car,” he announced.

      “Have fun.” Lucas spread his arms wide, as if he could wrap them around the mattress.

      “And maybe chat with the guy up front again.” Nick was talking to himself, planning out loud. Thoughtfully, “The most recent girl was from around here. I’m sure he sees a thousand faces a day, but maybe he knew her.”

      “Hey.” Lucas turned his head. “Grab me some chips while you’re out. Or, hey! Grab me a sandwich.”

      Nick made a sound that said ‘don’t count on it’ (and also meant he was considering it) and went out the door.

      Lucas lay for a minute or two just soaking in the stability.

      Bed.

      Warm.

      Sleep now.

      But he did not sleep.

      The static persisted in his limbs, his pulse. Heartbeat. Muscle switch. Things roving behind the eyelids.

      Things moving inside his bones.

      He rolled over, reached into his pocket, and pulled out the folded piece of paper the girl had handed him.

      ANSWERING MACHINE

      He had half-expected that when he looked again the words would be gone, or changed. That they would say something rational. Or at least… something less goading.

      As if the stranger knew his bad habit.

      Skeletal impulse had him reaching for his phone, instinct compelling him.

      Muscle memory guided his finger in the familiar shape — a black magician sketching an oft-used rune — and thoughtlessly he dialed the number that Shane had not let him save but insisted he memorized.

      He put the phone to his ear.

      It went straight to voicemail.

      “—coordinates are twenty miles north of my last message.”

      Shane’s voice was husky, unraveled from pursuit. Not much air in his lungs.

      “The emergency fund is in Court storage in Wahoo, Nebraska. You’ll find it in a suitcase behind the gun safe, next to the bikes.”

      By this time Lucas usually had his hand down his pants, gasping, halfway there. Had to move fast to keep up with Shane’s terse directions.

      Shane continued: “The code to unlock the unit is Alpha Charlie seven seven two oh. Do not attempt to force the door, it is rigged to explode on forced entry. There is a trip wire at hip level directly inside, and a secondary wire at ankle level two feet inside. Do not proceed without disarming them. You know how.”

      The hard ‘do not’ sent thin shivers down Lucas’s spine, a reaction half arousal and half obedient fear. ‘Yes, sir.’ Nails skating down his back.

      A slight pause in Shane’s speech; Lucas imagined him looking backwards, doing a hard-eyed sweep of his surroundings. Not fearful, but coldly aware.

      “I left the truck a few miles back. Take 77 south out of Syracuse, a left after the pig farm, and go into the woods at the dead end. You’ll find it on the property with five abandoned junkers. Bring a shotgun. Do not look for the truck until at least two months from this date.” A hesitation to check it. “September sixth.”

      ‘Do not.’ ‘Yes, sir.’

      Crunching leaves. Shane was walking, fast. His breath sped up; Lucas could practically feel it against his ear.

      “Do not let Nicky go with you.”

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      “Lucas—”

      The pause. Lucas’s heart surged, as it always did. ‘What, boss?’

      The pause. The few vital seconds of consideration, the unseen hesitation at what to say, and Shane always knew what to say, which often was nothing. Silence. Silence, but decisive silence, the sound of a man who had stopped talking and would say no more. Who would let no more be drawn out of him.

      The man’s silences had been merciless. So many times in life, Lucas had worked himself to near tears in the pure suffocation of the warden’s refusal to speak. The black cloud of Shane’s unspoken disgust crowding the cab of the truck.

      When Lucas was very young, a jerk on the shirt collar had been valuable reproof, or a light smack to the back of the head to really get his attention. Kids were easily distracted. Even Lucas at his most eager-to-please had needed reminders to focus at that age; irregular sleep and the occasional skipped meal hadn’t made him a better soldier.

      But when he had been old enough not to need the reminders, he had missed them.

      When Shane had made the transition from using his hands to using his eyes, it had been agony for Lucas.

      Shane’s eyes burned. They were acid. They hurt him.

      Shane had only needed to glance at him, and Lucas would see visions of himself abandoned on the side of the highway, waking up alone in a hotel room with both master and brother gone, and Lucas a vulnerable dot in the vast ocean of their travels, strangers on all sides. Floating.

      He had wanted to beg. Scream, sob ‘Don’t leave,’ even though Shane had never threatened to, wanted to grab hold of his leg like a much younger child, hide against him like a cringing dog and say ‘Please,’ meaning please hit me. Beat me instead. Choke me. You can use the belt.

      No wonder Shane was always rough in his fantasies.

      (No lube.)

      The silence had been intolerable, the silence had meant ‘I have nothing to say to you. There is nothing I could say that would redeem your nature. You are unteachable, and I do not make pointless noise.’

      But this pause had not been that.

      In the pause after his name, Lucas heard a thousand possibilities, and could insert anything he dreamed. Things Shane might have said in that moment before death. Warm words. Kind ones. Confessions of vile lust. A broken-up, choked with tears apology.

      “If you see them coming,” said Shane instead, “kill them before they kill you.”

      None of Lucas’s fantasies measured up.

      Shane could have said ‘I love you, I’m proud of you, please have my babies, I’m killing myself out of shame and regret, let’s drive down to the Grand Canyon and fuck in the moonlight,’ and none of those very gratifying options would have come close to the pure, diamond sentiment of:

      ‘Kill them before they kill you.’

      Those were the warden’s words. There was no substitute.

      They spared nothing for the burnt edges of Lucas’s feelings, the jaggedly cut nerve endings, the rawness of Lucas’s grief.

      His final order from a man of no sentiment.

      ‘Kill them before they kill you.’

      Only Lucas, who had lived and suffered under Shane for two decades, fought the warden’s war and breathed the same air as him, who had been son and wife and soldier, nurse and bait and confidant, only Lucas could parse the true meaning of those words.

      They meant:

      ‘Stay alive.’

      And that was as close as Shane Case came to saying ‘I love you.’

      Lucas sometimes edged himself through five, six, seven listens, panting, eyelids fluttering, going blind with suppressed climax. Sometimes he waited for weeks — months, once or twice — to listen, and came in an instant, in a clumsily pubescent rush, his excitement almost virginal. Too much.

      Occasionally, he just listened, but that was very occasionally these days.

      The message was old.

      It had been old when Shane died, and then he had died of something altogether different. Died of guilt, in a way. Maybe. Or maybe just died to be right. To make a point.

      Shane had recorded that message when Lucas was, oh, seventeen? Eighteen? Old enough to have settled into knowledge of his own sick desires, old enough to wonder if Shane had any sick desires of his own.

      Shane’s regular cell phone had been disconnected not long after his death. His emergency number still rang, possibly because he had arranged something to keep it running in case… well, in case what had happened, happened.

      No one else knew it existed, as far as Lucas could tell. He had been to the storage unit, found the cash and moved it somewhere safe, just in case. Shane had gone back for the truck himself. He’d returned to them only two weeks after setting up the message, sporting two fresh gunshot wounds and a broad, savage smile that said he’d accomplished what he’d set out to. And he’d never changed it. Lucas supposed he had forgotten about it.

      Or, maybe, Shane had just decided that he’d said his part.

      ‘If you see them coming, kill them before they kill you.’

      Yes, sir.

      Lucas let the phone drop, gazed up at the ceiling, and rolled the words around in his head.

      Yes, sir. Yes, sir. Yes, sir.

      He contemplated the meaning of it all.

      He wondered if this was how Shane felt at Maggie’s grave.

      The high. The absence.

      The stuff Shane smoked, did it feel like this? Like his muscles were alive, trying to crawl out of his body? Like his breastbone was going to crack from his heart hammering on it? Like time stretched on, eternal, in every moment, a long flat gas slick of grief?

      He wanted to light a match. He wanted to burn.

      He wanted to see flames race along that film of gasoline, sear the water, climb and tear the trees, and scalp the mountains bare until he could find no source of shadows within himself.

      Most of all… he wanted a grave to stand upon.

      To reach out, to twist out a cigarette on the name Shane Case, on the words HUSBAND and FATHER.

      “You were neither,” Lucas wanted to tell him. And, “You were both.”
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        “To suddenly find myself the object of such hatred was exquisitely painful: and this man was an utter stranger. Why should he hate me so?—me, whom he had never seen before? For the moment all other sensation was merged in this one pang: even fear was subordinate to grief.”

        Robert W. Chambers
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        * * *

      

      Lucas didn’t know how he managed to fall asleep, but he did.

      He jerked awake as if slapped in the face, sitting bolt upright to full morning sun pouring through the window. Immediately he covered his eyes. He groaned. Wretchedly.

      “Nicky,” he muffled through his hands. “What time is it?”

      “Quarter to ten,” replied Nick. Sound of rustling paper a few feet away… the little table by the window. A clink of cutlery. “Thought I’d let you sleep it off. You seemed uh… pretty toasted.”

      Lucas warily lowered his hands, squinting while both eyes and brain adjusted to both morning sunlight and what felt like an abrupt transition to sobriety.

      Well, maybe not total sobriety. He still felt a little… blurred around the edges. Not in a bad way.

      He sat for a moment, looking at Nick digging into what looked and smelled like a proper breakfast — Was that French toast? He smelled maple syrup, eggs. God, he smelled bacon. — before he grumped.

      “Dude, you couldn’t even bring me some Fritos?”

      “Your chips are behind you by the lamp,” said Nick. He did not look up from spooning eggs into his mouth with one hand, scrolling on his phone with the other. “Your sandwich is in the fridge, and the rest of this is on the stove or in the microwave. Figured you’d wake up as soon as you smelled bacon.”

      Lucas stopped with his mouth open. He turned.

      Sure enough, big bag of potato chips right by where his head had been.

      “And there’s coffee,” said Nick. He still didn’t look up, but his person exuded a faint smugness — a ‘you asshole’ smugness. Not saying it. Being the bigger person. Bastard.

      Lucas grumped up off the bed — noting that at least Nick had left his shoes on, he had pointedly stuck to his guns there — and went to pee and get his head on straight.

      A faceful of ice water and cursory scrub with a dry toothbrush later, he still looked like shit but felt slightly more human. He’d also managed to scour some of that leftover sour candy taste out of his mouth. He immediately burnt away the rest of the taste, as well as any remaining sleep, scalding his tongue on the first sip of coffee.

      He leaned in the doorway between ‘kitchen’ (a little tucked-in alcove) and main room, wincing and holding his mouth.

      His eyes trailed over the stovetop. Bacon, sausage, and eggs crowded into one big, awkward pan. Two smaller, dirty skillets sat in a place of shame on a back burner, full of bits of carbonized failure. He poked the microwave button and the door popped open, revealing a plate of — yes, God — French toast. Slightly burnt, but that was fine by him. Hell, this was some five star dining by his standards.

      He quickly assembled a plate, piled up to the point of oozing syrup off the side, and made himself room on the table across from Nick. Well. He sat down and Nick made room, relocating his laptop and a few books, unasked.

      Lucas eyeballed his brother for a moment. Nick still didn’t look at him, affecting focus in a way that seemed performative. Somehow avoidant.

      “Did you cook?” asked Lucas. God, if Nick made him breakfast, that was going to be the final nail in the coffin of him feeling like a shitbag.

      Nick laughed. “No. There’s a diner a few blocks down.”

      “If you got it from a diner,” said Lucas, and thumbed over his shoulder. “Then why are there little bits cremated on the stove?”

      “Just heating it up,” said Nick. Way too casually. “The to-go containers made the bacon go soggy. You know how the steam gets trapped in those things.”

      “Right,” said Lucas. “Sure. The steam.”

      Nick was definitely avoiding eye contact, and now Lucas was, too.

      Like Nick gave a rat’s ass about soggy bacon.

      Nick would eat just about anything, at any temperature and with any texture. Lucas knew that for a fact, because Lucas was the one who had been alternately burning and undercooking food for them both since he was tall enough to reach a stove. Nick had endured Lucas’s poorly-microwaved attempts to feed him from the freezer aisle from the minute he was old enough for solid foods.

      If Nick had been eating for himself, this stuff would have been cold, congealed, and just sad to look at, and Nick wouldn’t have blinked an eye.

      The gesture was almost too much.

      For the first time since popping the gummies, Lucas felt a flicker of real shame. Nick must have been genuinely worried about him. Aware that Lucas felt like shit. Must have been thinking about it, gone out of his way to take care of his idiot older brother, even though Nick had warned him.

      Lucas had noticed an uptick in stuff like this since Shane’s death.

      Nick looking out for him. Nick watching him.

      Doing Lucas’s job.

      It seemed wrong that things would change with Shane gone. Shane hadn’t exactly been a homemaker; Lucas could count on one hand the number of breakfasts the man had cooked that weren’t ready-made and nuked in a microwave. He had kept them alive, but he had never been this quiet kind of caring, had never gone out of his way with a quiet gesture. Hell, if the warden had been there that morning, he would have had Lucas up at six and they would have been out the door by seven, regardless of how he felt. And Lucas would have been lucky for a cold breakfast sandwich.

      Lucas should have felt grateful. He knew that.

      He felt ashamed.

      Ashamed that Shane had left him with one real job — take care of Nicky — and here he was, with Nicky taking care of him.

      He cleared his throat, dug in.

      He said “Thanks,” with his mouth full, to indicate maximum casual-ness, as they both pointedly avoided eye contact.

      It was thankfully easy to distract himself, because God, this shit was tasty. They’d been flying too fast the last few weeks to hit more than a drive-through. Add a serious case of the munchies, and Lucas was in hog heaven.

      “My compliments to the chef,” he said, again through a full mouth, succeeding in getting a look of minor disgust out of Nick.

      He finally got around to the French toast, the smell of syrup springing little flashbulbs of sense memory. A smell like home.

      He took a huge, crunchy bite.

      …extremely crunchy.

      Like, burnt toast crunchy. Crunchy enough that it had somehow failed to absorb any syrup, leaving it close to rock hard and giving a ‘sense memory’ more like biting down on pavement drowned in sugar.

      Nick saw his face and quickly qualified, looking both sheepish and apologetic, “I made the French toast.”

      Dear God.

      How had he managed this kind of texture without burning the thing to a crisp?

      There was an embarrassed look on Nick’s face; Lucas could see that he had intended not to mention it, to be silently pleased with his hard work.

      Lucas made himself swallow. The French toast scraped his throat on the way down, raking over the already sore bruised part.

      “It’s great,” he said, and then overcompensated with a too-heart, performative, “Good job, Nicky.”

      The clunkiness of the moment mortified them both.

      Lucas put his head down and proceeded to shovel the rest into his mouth, following each jagged bite with a sip of coffee as if it could melt the French toast into something less painful on the way down.

      He was going to finish that plate, God damnit.

      Nick cleared his throat and moved on, sparing them both from the conversation.

      “So I found some stuff,” he said.

      He took out and put down the ongoing file about this particular lead, unwrapping the string closure and pulling out the newspaper clippings, printed Facebook posts and news articles, Google maps with areas circled in blue pen.

      A picture of the most recent missing girl sat on top.

      A curly-haired ginger, cute the way kids are cute, seventeen when she went missing. Brown skin, button nose, eyes that crinkled nearly shut when she smiled. Slight gap in her front teeth. Still grinning wide, not giving a shit about a feature other people might hide. Lucas felt a kindred flicker; they both had freckles.

      It was a screenshot from a Facebook photo album, the link back to her profile reading: Kelly Owing.

      “Full name Kathleen Owing,” said Nick, reading from a list of personal information that he had probably gotten his hands on through unscrupulous means. “Had just graduated high school a year early. 4.0 GPA, won big prizes in robotics, had a ton of schools clamoring to set her up with a full ride.”

      Lucas wondered if Nick related to that, the same way he related to those freckles. Nick’s face revealed nothing but focus.

      “She was taking the year off,” he continued. “Working, I guess. Was a wrangler at a bunch of the stables around here, leading tourists on trail rides. Been doing it since she was a kid apparently.”

      “Horse girl?” asked Lucas.

      He’d had his share of horse girls on the road. Montana, Wyoming, Texas. They were all crazy as a soup sandwich — but in a good way.

      “Yeah. Half her pictures are of horses. Well, more like eighty percent.” Nick sighed, rubbed his forehead. “Took me ten years to scroll through her page to find anything that wasn’t horses. An actual needle in a haystack.”

      “And?” Lucas riffled through the pages, glanced up. “Find anything spooky?”

      “Not a thing,” said Nick. “Unless you count horses as spooky, which I do. There’s one with blue eyes that creeps me the hell out.”

      Lucas flipped to another printout — more screenshots, more pictures — and saw what Nick meant. Hard to find a picture of this girl where she was standing on two feet instead of sitting on top of four.

      “This thing?” He held up the paper and tapped a picture of Horse Girl smiling, gap teeth on full display, hugging the head of a horse that he thought looked about as sweet as a velociraptor. Long white face, big ears, and pale eyes that seemed to be staring directly at the camera. He waggled the paper close to Nick’s face.

      “Yep,” said Nick, knocking his hand away with a scowl.

      Lucas relented, put down the creepy horse pictures and skimmed his eyes briefly over the whole spread pile.

      “You talk to anyone yet?” he asked.

      “Not yet,” said Nick. “Figured we’d go after breakfast. If you’re feeling like a normal human being.”

      He gave Lucas the hairy eyeball, and Lucas made a face back at him.

      “I’m fine,” he said, and he was. He still had a faintly floaty, cotton-packed feeling about him, but the muscular jerks and pounding heart were long gone.

      He eyed the picture of missing Kelly Owing.

      “She’s not our usual fare,” he said. “4.0 GPA, early graduate, loving friends and family. She wasn’t… vulnerable.”

      “Don’t you think that makes it more suspicious?” posited Nick.

      Lucas glanced at Nick without actually looking up, a furtive scan. Nick didn’t really sound convinced… he sounded stubborn.

      “Shane would have checked it out,” said Nick.

      Shane would have checked it out…

      That was maybe true, but that didn’t make it rational. Shane caught a whisper of anything related to his crusade, and the man went after it like a rabid bloodhound.

      And Nick would have said so himself, not too long ago.

      Lucas could choke down the carbonized French toast, but he couldn’t quite swallow Nick’s newfound policy of WWSD — What Would Shane Do?

      That loyalty had been absent before Shane’s death, absent like Nick had been the last few years of Shane’s life. Gone. Not ‘gone’ the way Shane was now, but gone in the fairy tale sense, the adventurer off on his white horse with his lance. Seeking treasure. Slaying dragons. Studying Computation and Cognition at MIT.

      But his absence had been just as bitter as this. Just as much the raw, wounded elephant in the room.

      Shane had not spoken about him, and Nick’s silence had been just as deafening. No calls. No visits. Only palpable resentment, the warden nursing the gall of Nick’s impudence, and Lucas limping along drowning in Shane’s smoke.

      It had been Nick that their neighbor once pulled, half-dead, from a bathtub, Lucas at school and their mother not herself, and Shane had never ceased watching Nick for signs of drowning. Even when their neighbor became their warden, he looked out for that silent, blue-lipped child, and even when Nick grew to mirror his attitude, grew to defy him, Shane withheld the belt. Withheld the lash of his tongue. He glowered, but he allowed.

      He let Nick go.

      Lucas could not have left.

      He had not even tried.

      Lucas couldn’t help but think that if Nick had been present for Shane’s last years, he wouldn’t have been eager to jump aboard the crusade now. But that was Nicky’s luck, not to see the warden at his worst.

      Or maybe it hadn’t been Nick’s luck.

      Maybe Shane had reserved that darkness for Lucas.

      Lucas picked at the edge of a piece of paper.

      His own loyalty was little more than a memory now, memories that ebbed more each day until they felt like someone else’s. The more he reviewed those years, the more baffled he was. Baffled by what he had never questioned. Baffled by his dumb, blind compliance.

      In hindsight, he looked… stupid.

      In a way, it helped him understand Shane’s casual disdain; Lucas had not been a son or a soldier, but a dog.

      Well, that dog was dead. Shane’s sacrifice had taken it out behind the shed and put it down.

      What remained was a grown man who frantically panted over his abuser’s memory in the shower.

      Shameful… but, in a way, satisfyingly degrading to Shane’s memory.

      Of course, Lucas couldn’t explain any of that to Nick.

      Couldn’t say why ‘Shane would have checked it out’ felt like an argument against following up.

      So he didn’t say it.

      He scraped the last of his plate. “You wanna do the cousin thing? College recruiters?”

      “I was thinking close family friends,” said Nick, who had observed nothing of Lucas’s brooding. At that moment he got up to clear plates and refresh his coffee. He called back over his shoulder as he ran the sink, “I made us burner accounts, added them to her friend list.”

      Lucas felt a surge of gratitude that he didn’t have to do the techy legwork — gratitude touched by bitterness. Social media was one of the thousand normal things Shane had denied him in the name of caution.

      All came back to Shane, didn’t it? Just an endless carousel of the man’s bullshit.

      Lucas shook off the moment and set his mind on work.

      They packed up the few things they needed, pulled on jackets against the mountain chill.

      Nick, a few steps ahead, stopped and looked back while Lucas locked the door.

      “Make sure you actually shut it this time,” he said, slightly arch, judgy.

      Lucas frowned at him. “What?”

      “Door was wide open when I came back last night,” said Nick. “Next time you want to get high, just buy a preroll, dude.”

      With a final roll of his eyes, Nick turned and marched off towards the car, mountainside rising above his head in churns of rock, twisted pines, cloud wisps.

      Lucas stood for a moment with his hand frozen on the knob.

      He swallowed hard, and the invisible fist around his throat squeezed.
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        “I have had a patient whose notion of the horizons of his own being extended beyond birth and death: ‘in fact’ and not just ‘in imagination’ he said he was not essentially bound to one time and one place. I did not regard him as psychotic, nor could I prove him wrong, even if I cared to.”

        -R. D. Laing
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        * * *

      

      It took them four tries to find a stable where someone knew the name Kelly Owing, and by then Lucas’s boots were so gross with horse manure that the chilling moment at the hotel had exited his mind completely.

      “Why don’t they clean up after the damn things?” he grouched, dodging the ten millionth pile on the way up to the stable-front façade.

      “They poop a lot,” said Nick grimly, observing a horse in a nearby corral contribute another pile.

      The animals didn’t look up as they passed, heads buried in piles of hay.

      There wasn’t a line, or in fact anyone waiting at the front, which surprised Lucas a little. It was peak tourist season, right? And nice out, too. No rain.

      They stepped onto a wooden walkway raised above the mud, and crossed under the roof overhang to stop in front of a window, Nick leaning on the counter and peering through for an employee. The chair there was empty, the register unattended.

      He and Lucas swapped a look.

      Lucas — feeling like an asshole — reached out and tapped the service bell.

      Dinggggg.

      “You just missed them,” said a voice.

      They both leaned back, looking down the row in unison.

      A girl reclined in an old, paint-peeling rocking chair, red cowboy boots propped up on a chest labeled HELMETS, blonde hair about her shoulders, leather-gloved fingers laced together in her lap, and a black Stetson tipped down over her face.

      She tipped the hat back without sitting up and gave them a glittering smile from under the shadow of its brim.

      “Last group just headed up.” she said. “Next ride’s in an hour.”

      Nick gave a little laugh, friendly game face on. “That’s fine. We’re actually not here to ride horses.”

      “Oh yeah?” The girl inspected his face, not mirroring the friendly mask the way most people did. Lucas clocked her as a non-bullshitter, the kind of true country grit that didn’t feel a need to make nice. No customer service smile façade here.

      Undeterred, Nick walked over, holding out the picture of the missing girl. “Did you know Kelly?” he asked.

      “Sure,” she said. “Did.”

      She hit the past tense with light emphasis, enough to indicate Kelly’s disappearance and to say plainly, silently, ‘We all know what this is about.’

      Nick paused; something about her was disarming him. Lucas felt it, too. Something about how she continued to slouch, how she didn’t feel the need to sit up or reach for the paper. A decided lack of interest in the past-tense Kelly Owing.

      Nick took another jab at friendly rapport. “I’m Nick,” he said, and nodded back at Lucas. “This is my brother, Lucas. We’re family friends.”

      Clumsy. She hadn’t asked who they were.

      She wordlessly pulled taut the front of her shirt, revealing a plastic name tag that read CLAIRE.

      “Nice to meet you, Claire,” said Nick, in the most forced, default ‘saying a person’s name to unconsciously win them over’ way. Jesus. He was fumbling the ball hard.

      Lucas stepped in, half to save the scene, half to save himself having to watch his.

      “Hey,” he said, ducking around his brother, flashing the thousand watt smile. “If we take a pony ride, do we get to pick the pony?”

      She inspected him, next, the same way she had his brother. Not the head-to-toe scan of a girl checking out a guy. It was more like a visual frisk.

      Did he imagine a flicker of recognition in her half-hidden eyes, glinting out from behind that Stetson?

      Lucas told himself it was the weed; he’d taken so much, he could probably count on paranoia for a while.

      “Did you have a particular horse in mind?” she asked.

      He walked past her, or his hands on the walkway rail, and scanned the corrals for what he was sure he would find.

      “There,” he said, pointing. “That one.”

      It was a touch of a power play, making her get up out of her cozy chair to come look, and for a moment he thought she wasn’t going to do it.

      But then she put down her feet and unfolded from the chair, which creaked and rocked as she left it behind.

      She came up to follow his pointed finger, looking beyond into the milling horses.

      Her eyes landed on what hadn’t been hard for him to pick out.

      It was a black and white horse, standing out clearly amongst the herd of mostly different shades of brown, its top half solid black and the bottom white, looking as if someone had spilled paint over its back. Its face was white, and as it lifted its head to look over at their movement, it revealed a set of ‘creepy’ blue eyes.

      It was impossible to miss the animal that had featured in so many of Kelly’s photos.

      Claire didn’t react — or at least, her only reaction was a small delay in response. Revealing nothing. Hiding something. It was enough of a tell for Lucas.

      She had said nothing yet, but he already knew she was lying.

      “You like ‘em flashy?” she asked.

      Big, friendly smile. “Who doesn’t?”

      “Lots of people,” she said. “Experienced horsemen have sayings about the colorful ones. You might have heard ‘Pretty is as pretty does.’”

      Another brief, performative up-and-down from her. Recognizing his good looks, his charm, and putting them down before he could even really put on the act.

      Her and the budtender.

      He hadn’t come on this trip looking for a hookup, but still felt a kind of floundering, a kind of insulted at having two women in a row smack him right down.

      “No, you don’t get to pick your horse,” she said suddenly, brusque, turning and waltzing back towards the door. She hopped down from the raised walkway into the dirt. “We pair riders with horses based on skill level and size.” She inspected a set of dangling bridles, started making adjustments on one, and gave them the smallest backwards glance. “I’d put you two up on Bruce and Jenny. They’re big and they’re easy.”

      Nick shot him a glance, a half-annoyed ‘Is she making fun of us?’ Well, obviously. Look at yourself, stretch.

      Lucas followed Claire from above — staying on the raised walkway where it was free of manure — and stayed casual. She projected deception, and she was not friendly, but she knew why they were there. She knew something.

      “That’s Kelly’s horse, right?” he asked, dropping some pretense, letting his tone become cool and professional. More cop than family friend.

      It got her attention — though Nick was shooting ‘dude, what the hell?’ lasers out of his eyes — and she looked back up.

      “That’s Banjo,” she confirmed with a nod.

      It was a test. He was ready.

      “I thought it was Django,” he said, scratching his nose, feigning reflection. “Like the movie?”

      “That’s right,” she said, and now she was amused. She had sensed their bullshitting from the start, but now it was clear they had at least done their research.

      She hoisted a saddle up from the ground and propped it on her hip. She eyed them.

      “You two are a little late to the party,” she said. “Her folks were here the next day and they stayed for months. Police, search and rescue, community search parties, they gave up ages ago. For family friends, you sure took your time.”

      “That’s because we’re not family friends,” said Lucas. “Not in the conventional sense, anyway. Private investigators, Coleridge Investigative Services. The window after all the hubbub has died down and authorities given up, well, that’s when families call us. We’re the only option left.”

      Claire nodded slowly; her bullshit radar had been correct.

      About the ‘family friends’ bit, at least.

      Lucas just had to hope she didn’t dig down any deeper, to the second layer of bullshit.

      She swung the saddle up on a hitching post and began to do some rapid, confusing adjustments of leather straps.

      “Her folks sure are putting on a show,” she said, seemingly to herself but loud enough for them to hear. “And an expensive one, too, hiring detectives. They must be real worried about their image.”

      “Putting on a show?” Lucas repeated. He glanced at Nick, who only looked on with a slightly puckered brow.

      Claire pulled a strap tight with a yank.

      “Yep,” she said. “They know where she went. Or at least why she went.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Nick.

      Claire looked up at them, measuring their faces. Maybe using that bullshit meter again.

      Whether she decided they were trustworthy, or decided it didn’t matter if they were, she turned back to the saddle and scrubbed firmly at some dried dirt with a gloved knuckle.

      “Got sick of her old man,” she said.

      Lucas’s stomach flip-flopped. He swallowed hard, and for a moment, he couldn’t speak. Nick had to jump in.

      “Her dad?”

      “Step-dad,” she said. “He didn’t want her going off to college. He wanted her to stay in town… where he could keep an eye on her.”

      For a moment a look flashed over Nick’s face, a rare bitterness that he made disappear. The forehead pucker deepened; something didn’t make sense.

      “Why didn’t she just go?” he asked. “She had free rides lined up at loads of places.”

      “Not that simple,” said Claire. “She could go to school, but she couldn’t get away from him, not really. Not without going to the cops.”

      A pause, and then Nick asked the fatal, “What do you mean?”

      Lucas wished he hadn’t.

      Claire was blunt.

      “He’d been screwing her,” she said matter-of-factly.

      Lucas felt his chest was tight. Thin mountain air… hard to breathe.

      Even Nick fumbled, saying a clumsy, “Oh,” as all the pieces fell into place for him. Of course.

      Why would a girl with a 4.0 GPA, a girl with a future, a girl with no bad boyfriend and no drug habit, run away? One very good reason.

      Nick turned away, awkward in the face of the terrible reveal. They had run into this kind of thing before, of course. It was inevitable when digging into the lives of troubled people, missing people like they did. It shouldn’t have been a shock. But for some reason here, with this girl, in this place… it was.

      Lucas hadn’t said a word.

      As Nick turned, walking a few steps down the row to collect himself, the girl Claire went very still. Strangely still. Still like Lucas was, frozen, like a statue or a very realistic mannequin.

      Her head turned, very slowly. Just her head. It moved as if it was separate from the rest of her body, like her body existed in a different dimension. A dimension of saddle leather, dried mud, a part time job in tourist central.

      Her eyes fell on Lucas.

      They looked at him from another dimension, it seemed, and this dimension was one of dark ledgers, gory ritual, forbidden knowledge. A dimension splattered in yellow, with bubbling gold… bubbling up from the ground.

      Those eyes looked directly at him, and they knew.

      They laughed at him.

      And abruptly, before his horror could crystalize, she had transformed back into a totally normal girl, casually swinging the saddle off the hitching post and returning it to its fellows leaning against the wall.

      “You ask me,” said Claire, loud enough for both brothers. “Wherever she is, she’s better off than with that man.”

      Lucas had no time to respond, the change had been so instantaneous, and now he stood there bewildered and questioning his eyes. Questioning everything.

      Nick had returned.

      “Thanks,” he said. “That’s, uh, all we needed to know.”

      He shot Lucas a quick glance, ‘let’s go,’ and headed down the row to the steps, back towards the sidewalk, and Lucas stood there, heart pounding, wondering if he was still that high. Wondering if edibles could make you see things that weren’t there. Wondering if his own psyche, drugs aside, was fragile enough to have finally splintered.

      The girl was just a normal girl, now frowning over a tear discovered in her sleeve, her face suggesting something mundane like ‘damn, I just bought this shirt,’ not looking at him at all.

      Lucas’s feet moved.

      He followed his brother automatically, wood walkway creaking under his feet, the clack of steps, and then gravel crunching as they started across the parking lot.

      “Well, that was bleak,” Nick was saying. “I guess you were right, Lucas. Not a lead after all.”

      The wheels in Lucas’s head were turning.

      “Maybe the others really were eaten by mountain lions,” said Nick, a halfway joke to shake off the grim moment, leaving the thought of Daddy-diddling far behind.

      Lucas abruptly stopped. Nick nearly tripped over him.

      “Dude,” said Nick, scowling, then saw his blank face. “What?”

      “Think I dropped my wallet,” said Lucas, feigning patting down his pockets. “Be right back.”

      He spun on his heel before Nick could say a word, leaving his brother staring after him, perplexed, while he crossed the gravel lot again, while his heart worked his veins to insects-crawling pressure.

      He needed confirmation.

      He needed proof that he was wrong, that he was high, that he was crazy.

      He didn’t know what he intended to say, in fact could barely feel his tongue in his mouth, but he didn’t need to say anything. When he came back around the corner Claire was completely unsurprised to see him.

      She knew why he was there.

      She went through the door into the room with its computer, dusty phone, sign up sheets, waivers, pen on a chain. She let the door clang woodenly shut behind her.

      She was not running away. When he came to the window he found her sitting there, typing something on the computer, and then she turned to him.

      She leaned forward, resting her arms on the counter, and smiled.

      Big, glowing.

      Firelight.

      “I know what you are,” he said.

      But his words were only a breath, barely whispered. Winded. Not uncertain… but unable to trust his own certainty.

      “Yet you’re here unarmed,” she said mildly. “And you left your brother back there. Are you sure about what you know?”

      He swallowed hard. He saw her eyes briefly touch the bruise on his neck, then she met his gaze, and hers was infinitely and disturbingly warm.

      “I know who you are,” she said, and she said it softly. Playfully conspiratorial. “You’re Shane’s boy.”

      His hand sprang immediately to his side, but the Smith & Wesson was not there, forgotten in the trunk of the car when he was high.

      “You’re one of them,” he said. “Panoptes.”

      “Not quite,” she said, her smile flickering a fraction. “If I was, then I wouldn’t be showing off, would I? I would have just sniped you through the hotel door when it was sitting wiiiide open.”

      “Why didn’t you?” he returned immediately.

      The wide smile fading, replaced with an intent, penetrating look.

      “I have a message for you,” she said, “and you’re not going to like it.”

      His fingers curled into fists. Anxious nausea wracked him.

      “What?” he breathed.

      His voice sounded young. Cracking. ‘Shane’s boy.’

      Voices — they both turned their heads, saw a pair of tourists coming towards the stable front, smiling and joking, holding hands. One pointing at the stable sign.

      “What is it?” Lucas gripped the countertop, leaning in as if he were about to vault through the little window after her.

      She withdrew, wary of him even as she smiled, her eyes crinkling with noiseless, twisted laughter.

      “Shane Case is alive,” she said.

      He stared at her.

      Her eyes looked more and more alive as he stared, her grin growing by inches, a Cheshire Cat, a jack-o-lantern.

      “You’re lying,” he said automatically.

      Alive.

      Alive alive alive.

      The word clung to him, horrifying, a butterfly flapping against his lips, soft and dusty and repugnant.

      “I saw it,” he said. His lips moved and kept moving, desperate denial, made frenzied by the very idea. Alive. “I saw him. I watched it. He— he— he’s gone, he’s dead, he’s dead, he. Is. Dead.”

      He could see his face, drained of all blood, reflected in her eyes.

      “He did deserve it, didn’t he?” she said, and her voice sweetened with gross empathy for him. Revolting. He sank back. She followed forward, leaning in, across the counter.

      “We know what he did to you,” she said.

      “Shut up,” he said.

      She glanced at the approaching couple, glanced back at him, and slowly began to pull off her gloves. Making a show of it. Tugging one fingertip, the next, the next, a coy little burlesque like undoing a corset one loop at a time.

      She slipped off her gloves and held out her hands, palms to him, fingers pointed up and splayed apart, breaking the curtain of shadow from the roof overhang, plunging her hands into the sunlight as if into water.

      The tips of each finger were bright and shiny red, blistered, bloody.

      Burned.

      Lucas’s back hit the walkway. He gagged, he nearly threw up, and clapped a hand over his mouth against a vile hiccup.

      The couple’s bright laughter was coming closer.

      Claire drank in Lucas’s reaction for a moment, her eyes gleaming and hungry, fascinated. Enjoying herself.

      Then she withdrew her hands, back into shadow, exactly like an enormous, humanoid spider slipping back behind its trapdoor.

      She began to tug her gloves back on. One finger at a time, neat, betraying no pain.

      “Come back tonight,” she said. “We’ll deal.”

      The couple came around the corner, one calling out a cheerful “Hey! Trail rides here?” and Lucas turned away, knowing he couldn’t possibly control his expression. He trudged, head down and swimming, while behind him Claire said a perky “Sure do!” and he came around the raised walkway to a nice, private spot — aside from the horses — and then he did throw up.

      He threw up what remained of Nick’s breakfast, and then some empty-stomach bile for good measure.

      He bent over for a few minutes then, panting, before wiping his mouth and turning his head.

      A few horses had left their hay behind to come stare.

      They watched with great interest, ears pricked, tails switching aimlessly at flies.

      “Fuck off,” he told them, and hiccuped one more time.

      “Lucas?”

      Nick’s voice, calling him.

      Jesus.

      Jesus Christ.
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        “In this figure, there is one thing on the paper which can be seen as a vase or as two faces turned towards each other. There are not two things on the paper: there is one thing there, but, depending on how it strikes us, we can see two different objects.”

        -R. D. Laing
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        * * *

      

      Lucas sat underneath the massive head of a bison, which was mounted high enough to overlook the whole lower level of the lodge-turned-restaurant, and handled a beer. Still queasy and looking for distractions, he eyed the rest of the mounted heads and stuffed animals that decorated the room, and he was not comforted.

      Thoughts crawled in him.

      Shane had never taken trophies.

      Lucas knew of men who had. Remembered pictures, necklaces of ears. A jar of teeth.

      Queasiness aside, he took a long slug from the bottle.

      Nick returned with a platter of loaded tater tots, dropping back into his chair and explaining, “Apparently like half their wait staff called out with the flu today.”

      Lucas took one look at the tater tots heaped with cheese, jalapeños, sour cream, chopped green onions, and his stomach threatened to turn over again. He looked out the window, pivoting his whole body away and saying “Hm,” in a thoughtful enough way to constitute ‘conversational.’

      He wasn’t fooling Nick, who paused, but the pause didn’t escalate into questions. He had already questioned Lucas back at the stable, alarmed to find him white-faced and shaky, and taken a hot minute to accept Lucas’s excuse of ‘probably too many weed gummies.’ He hadn’t really accepted it, but he had shut up asking, and that was what mattered.

      Lucas fidgeted.

      He played with a torn edge of the beer label, resisting the urge to compulsively peel it off. That would have gotten Nick’s brotherly concern up all over again.

      Lucas left the label alone and worried his ring instead, turning it around and around on his finger until he had irritated the skin.

      “Could be part of the grand conspiracy,” joked Nick, separating one cheesy tot from its mountain of fellows. A long strand of cheese peeled out after it before snapping and falling away. “More missing teens.”

      That was funny. Ha ha.

      “Right,” said Lucas, injecting unfelt levity into his voice. He sounded stiff as a board. “Better stick around after all.”

      “You know,” said Nick, after a moment of consideration that went a beat beyond joking. “We could always stop by step-dad’s place, pick his brain about his missing daughter. Maybe after hours.”

      “A nice, private conversation?” guessed Lucas drily.

      “He could have something on his computer,” said Nick. His voice had dropped, from joking almost to the level of grim planning, and he leaned in. Unconscious, not realizing his own intensity. “If he was messing with a teenager, I think chances might be good.”

      Lucas found himself echoing Shane. “That’s a lot of ‘could,’ ‘might,’ and ‘I think,’ Nicky.”

      Nick recognized he was right, sank sheepishly back in his seat, and plucked another tot.

      “You’re right,” he said. “I just— it’s hard not to want to jump the gun, you know?”

      Lucas knew.

      Watching Nick out of the corner of his eye, Lucas thought about how much he resembled Shane these days. More than he liked. More than Nicky would ever know, because he hadn’t been there for the truly defining moments.

      When Nick had been tiny still, and Lucas out on a hunt with Shane — Lucas not big himself, the perfect size to boost through cracked windows and shimmy through small spaces — Lucas had seen what ‘jumping the gun’ looked like in this context.

      It had been a freak coincidence. Some man had just happened to be doing something unspeakable when Death came to the neighborhood, Death holding out an arm to stop Lucas in his tracks, cocking his head at the sound of a crying child. Not an uncommon sound, but some quality about it had tipped Shane off. Disturbed him.

      Lucas didn’t remember too much of the specifics, just remembered sitting down with a kid not too much younger than him, not too much older than Nicky, in her kitchen downstairs. Shane had remained upstairs. The kid was mostly quiet, and Lucas had fixed her a PB&J — his specialty — from ingredients scavenged from the foreign fridge and cupboards. He’d had to use raspberry jam, which disgusted him — always a classic grape jelly guy — but which the girl seemed to enjoy.

      He’d made it the way Nicky liked it. Crusts cut off, cut into triangles.

      Exactly what ‘conversation’ Shane had with ‘daddy dearest’ that night, Lucas had no idea.

      Had Shane killed him?

      Lucas thought it was possible. Maybe likely.

      He thought it was just as likely that Shane had found whatever he needed on the man’s computer and settled for some kind of horrific mutilation, leaving the rest up to law enforcement.

      Shane was no fan of law enforcement, but he would have known what happened to men like that in prison. He might have considered that a step up from murder.

      Lucas thought that was possible, too.

      Whatever best kept that man away from that girl, whatever destroyed him the most completely, that’s what Shane would have done. The most efficient thing.

      Looking back through the screen door on his way out — ‘Lucas, go get the truck.’ — Lucas had caught a glimpse of Shane, the girl, their conversation.

      Shane kneeling in front of the kid to put himself on her level, his expression firm but not frightening, his lips moving with some instruction. The girl had been nodding. Solemn-faced. Shane had been enormous, a hulk of scars and military surplus in need of both haircut and shave, shouldering a bag out of which protruded bolt cutters, the handle of a diamond-toothed saw — a man who had come through the window in the middle of the night — and she had nodded, unafraid and listening.

      Lucas had not heard what Shane said.

      He had obediently gone back up the street, down three blocks, climbed behind the wheel of the truck, and driven it back at about three miles per hour, bumping into curbs, straining to look over the wheel and hit the pedals at the same time. A tiny conductor of a great steam engine.

      The job had been over after that and things went quiet for a week or so. Shane sat on the bed of their weekly rental and mutely watched Nick play with blocks.

      Two jarring memories competed.

      Lucas thought one might have been true, the other false, or vice versa. Or maybe both were true. Or maybe they were both fantasies; nightmare on one hand, dream on the other.

      Nightmare. The warden coming into the kitchen while the girl ate her PB&J and Lucas looked on, the warden retrieving a pair of trash bags from under the sink. Turning to walk back up the stairs, into the unlit darkness of the second floor. Hand slipping into his pocket as he went. Retrieving a pair of zip ties. No expression on his face.

      And dream. Shane sitting on the motel bed the next morning, watching Nick play with blocks, just as expressionless. Only looking up as Lucas approached. Unmoving for a second, and then slowly, like a statue learning to come alive, taking the plate that Lucas offered. Shane looking down at the four triangles of PB&J with their crusts meticulously removed.

      And then, clouds in his eyes.

      Putting the plate down on the bed — breaking his own rule about crumbs — clasping the back of Lucas’s head and roughly kissing the top of it.

      Lucas recalled coarse stubble and the sound of Shane’s jagged breath, an exhale that wasn’t a sob but carried despair in it. Despair which Shane breathed out against Lucas’s hair, as if hiding in it.

      Lucas hated the moment for its terrible fragility. For Shane’s fragility. It felt like sacrilege, remembering him like that.

      Of the two moments — zip ties, forehead kiss — Lucas couldn’t tell what he remembered, and what had been conjured up by a frightened, childish mind.

      Or worse… what was wishful thinking.

      Lucas wondered about this girl now, the step-FATHER that had made her disappear, and wondered what would happen if he and Nick went to that house. If they found proof on a computer. If the man confessed to something horrible.

      Would Lucas find himself putting a bag over his head?

      Would Nick?

      Nick abruptly asked, “Do you ever wish he was still here?”

      Lucas jolted, looked at him. Nick was gazing out the window. Not really seeing the trees, or the rocky stream, but looking inwards. Not asking Lucas, but himself. Maybe only floating the concept out into the world so he could look at it.

      “He always knew what to do,” mused Nick.

      For a long moment, Lucas didn’t know how to respond.

      What Nick was saying, what he had asked, was a simple enough thing, but it was also absurd. The answer was a no-brainer. Of course they wished Shane was still here. The man had been no angel, but he had been their protector. He’d taught them to drive. He’d taught them to shoot. He’d kept them alive in a dark and dangerous world.

      Except that it wasn’t absurd, what Nick said.

      Not at all.

      It just was the first time either of them had acknowledged the truth that had hung unspoken in the air since Shane’s death.

      The truth that maybe… they didn’t want him back.

      Maybe… they were glad he was dead.

      Lucas couldn’t face it.

      “Shane didn’t always know what to do,” he said, bluntly popping the bubble of that mystique. “He just always did something.”

      Nick let out a laugh, half-startled as if only then realizing what they were talking about, and he smiled and shook his head. He picked up his beer. “You’re right,” he conceded, and then said, with great affection, “That miserable bastard.”

      Lucas smiled, too, though it felt stiff on his face. “That’s the boss.”

      He fiddled with the beer label. He itched to tear it.

      He was almost prepared to be sentimental when Nick said,

      “You know, in a lot of ways we were lucky to have him.”

      Lucas pinched the edge of the label and slowly pulled it down, tearing a long, even strip.

      “Right,” he said. His own voice was very distant.

      Compared to all the missing, dead, trafficked kids they tracked, they were lucky. Considering their mother’s disease, the precarious cracked floor of the foster system, they were lucky. Things could have been worse. Shane could have been worse.

      “I’m gonna grab another beer,” said Nick, jiggling his empty bottle. “You want one?”

      “Sure,” said Lucas.

      Nick took his empty and headed back towards the bar. Lucas saw the reason for his generosity; the bartender there spotted him coming and smiled, and they both leaned on the bar, mirroring each other and chatting. Smiling.

      Nothing but a casual flirt, Lucas was sure, but good for him.

      As much as Lucas feared the empty, whistling void of solitude, part of him still wanted that white picket fence for Nick. Nick could go back to school. Nick could break free of the pursuit. He could find the nice girl, have the two point five kids, and he could raise them right, because he’d had a glimpse of normalcy. He’d had his couple of years in college, an education not just in Comp. Sci but in how to play civilian.

      Lucas had had Shane.

      It didn’t matter how many years passed after Shane’s death; Lucas would always be defined by it. He would never be ‘single’ or unmarried. He had been widowed.

      His mourning shawl was Shane’s jacket, too big for a boy of twelve but the perfect fit for a man of twenty-eight. The bulkiness of it, the space left by the warden’s muscular shoulders, broad back, had settled and conformed to Lucas’s shape… leaving him to wonder if the coat had really adjusted over time, or if he had simply grown into the man that raised him. Hard to imagine that he could be Shane’s size, Shane who loomed so enormous in his memory.

      Lucas imagined the coat still smelled like him.

      Imagined that all of Shane’s things — the car, the hand-me-downs, the guns — still carried the man’s scent, the leather and sweat and ash and bourbon and blood smell of his very body.

      In reality, there was probably a very mundane reason for that.

      Lucas used the same mink oil to waterproof his boots that Shane had used. The same leather conditioner. He used the same brand of laundry detergent, the same cheap soap, the same gun oil. Beeswax and lanolin for painfully chapped hands. Peppermints to suck on for concentration during long, tired nights. Lucas had been drilled like a soldier, and he went through every motion like a soldier. Repetition, muscle memory. Step by step. Piece by piece. All of the warden’s rituals were important, from the way he laced up his boots to the way he fired from a modified Weaver stance, and Lucas hewed to every material detail.

      Of course they smelled the same.

      The ghost of Shane in his old clothes was just that… a ghost. A ghost of Shane draped over the real and tangible body of the man he had left behind.

      Together, they almost constituted a resurrection.

      Lucas knew the white picket fence would never be an option for him. He was not marriageable, single.

      He was Shane’s phantom limb.

      ‘You know, in a lot of ways we were lucky to have him.’

      With no beer bottle to screw with, Lucas turned his hands palm up and opened them. Splaying his fingers like Claire had done.

      ‘We know what he did to you.’

      Which was impossible, because Lucas had never told.

      Shane hadn’t even needed to make him promise. Lucas had known on his own to keep quiet. Even as young as he’d been, he had known deep in his soul what was ugly, what was wrong, and what no one could ever understand about Shane as a man.

      You could not be a man to hunt Panoptes.

      You could not be human, because Panoptes was not human.

      It had no body. It had no face.

      It had no fingerprints.

      Its agents were unidentifiable, left no sign of their presence but the mark of the carousel. They walked soundlessly, as if the earth was repulsed by their step and allowed them to float above it. They appeared and disappeared like spirits, with the seeming invulnerability of the dead. One pair of eyes closed forever, and another pair opened. They were everywhere. They were nowhere. They were smoke.

      Lucas could walk without making a sound, without leaving a trace. He could appear, disappear, with the nearly inhuman silence the warden had trained into him. He had no real footprint. No known address, no valid license or passport of any kind, no surviving birth certificate. Shane had eliminated his identity carefully, very carefully, but had not succeeded in truly elevating Lucas beyond humanity.

      Because Lucas had fingerprints.
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        “Fiery the angels rose, and as they rose deep thunder roll'd around their shores: indignant burning with the fires of Orc.”

        -William Blake
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        * * *

      

      When Lucas was very young and Shane was only a year or so removed from Maggie’s death, more grief than man, Shane had gotten it into his head to fix the problem of fingerprints.

      The warden had envisioned perfection. He would always expect perfection from Lucas as he grew, he would train it into the boy, but you could only train a six-year-old so much. There came a point where you had to wait on the mind, but could attend to the body.

      Like a breeder with a litter of pups, cropping their ears.

      You couldn’t have an attack dog with floppy ears, fragile and soft and prone to getting caught on things, ripping. With a scenthound, you could get away with long ears, but Shane was not raising a detective. He was raising the kind of dog you sent after four-hundred pound wild boars with fifteen inch razor tusks, the hard-hitting, hard-biting dog that grabbed, clung, ripped.

      Shane wasn’t raising a boy to be a man. His aspirations went beyond even raising a boy to be a soldier.

      No, Lucas would be more than that. Better than Shane had ever been.

      Lucas Russo would be an apex predator.

      Lucas had not felt like an apex predator at six, sitting in the basement of a hunting cabin they’d broken into off season. Home for a week or two before the manic, paranoid Shane moved them on.

      Shane’s eyes had been haunted, hooded. Sleep-deprived eyes. He had been drinking — not at that moment, but frequently. In hindsight, Lucas suspected some kind of amphetamine had been in the picture. Shane had two children and his own back to watch, and the horror of that realization had gripped him fully. The man was running scared.

      Lucas had sat in a big, cozy armchair feeling very sleepy, like he could close his eyes and just dissolve. He had wanted to be upstairs snoozing next to Nick.

      But some childish trepidation had kept him alert.

      He hadn’t understood, but he had intuited something about going down to the basement, something about being taken away from his brother, something about being alone with a man who was in many ways still a stranger to him.

      Shane did try to explain it to him.

      Lucas had no memory of what the hell he had said, and it didn’t really matter. It could have been incredibly convincing, full of compelling points that even a grown adult might have succumbed to, or it could have been analogies about evil candy cane people and gumdrop dragons. He had been six, and he had been a good kid, and good meant obedient, and so he nodded.

      And he had been so tired.

      Most importantly, worst of all… he had adored Shane. This was the man he still remembered as his neighbor, the man who to Lucas seemed awe-inspiring for his ability to mow a lawn, for driving a big truck that Lucas mentally compared to his Hot Wheels and found much cooler. This was the man who had made pancakes with M&Ms in them, octopus hot dogs, had once shown Lucas how to construct a s’more. Maggie had really been the one who looked after them — showing up with groceries, checking if Lucas needed a ride to school, handing out aspirin — but Shane’s rare moments stood out all the more for that rarity. Lucas had basked in those moments.

      He had worshipped Shane enough not to make a sound when roused in the middle of the night, sitting up blinking and sleepy-eyed. Allowing himself to be shushed, walking obediently through the dark house. Gathering Nicky up. Carrying Nick out the front door, getting into that truck which had so impressed him, drowsy and puzzled but not doubting for a second that they were safe.

      The next months blurred, bewildered. He woke up in strange places, dirty places, frightening places, but there was comfort always curling up in Shane’s jacket. Comfort in snoozing against his side those nights when Shane sat up not sleeping, barely blinking, watching the doors, a gun on the table beside him, a hand on each boy’s head, and Lucas sleeping peacefully in the midst of Shane’s waking nightmare. He had trusted him. Of course he had trusted him.

      He would never stop trusting him.

      Shane explained it, and then he busied himself with the liquid nitrogen.

      “Ready?” Shane asked, a question that was really an order, a question that meant ‘give me your hand.’

      Lucas gave his hand.

      Lucas did not scream.

      Shane had not told him to be quiet, but Lucas had sensed the need. He’d been aware of his brother asleep upstairs, and he was a good kid. Good was not waking his brother. Good was holding still.

      Lucas did not cry.

      Tears ran down his cheeks, but he did not cry. He did not make a sound. Tears burned his eyes, burned his face, but may as well have been ice water compared to the burning of that first fingertip.

      Burning like he had touched the head of the sun. Burning like he had stuck his finger into the little blue jets that came, click click click, popping out of the top of a gas stove, preceding pancakes. Burning like a snakebite, searing white heat that felt like it would at any moment start to race up his arm, like his whole body would catch on fire and then he would finally scream.

      But he did not scream.

      He sank his teeth into his lip without realizing, did not feel the blood well up and run hot down his chin, did not feel it drip onto his shirt.

      Hellfire licked at his hands. He had somehow sinned enough at six to earn damnation, to be lashed to a tiny stake and burned as a witch. He would be a small lump of charcoal, poked gleefully by red demons with pointed tails, pointy-ended pitchforks.

      He didn’t make a sound. He worshipped Shane. He loved him. He understood that somehow this pain was important, that it was tied to Shane’s soul. To his nightmares. This suffering had purpose, and it might help. And Lucas wanted more than anything to help.

      He could understand Shane’s pain no more than he could understand his own.

      He didn't know why they slept in hotels, in the car, in silent country cabins, instead of a house. He didn’t know why Shane drove, and drove, and drove. He didn’t understand the grave, the smoke smell, the guns in the trunk, the shaking hands, or the bottles on the floor.

      But Lucas knew that he could endure it.

      He could endure anything if it meant that Shane might smile again, might sleep peacefully again, might feel safe again. Even at that age Lucas understood — though he understood so little else — that Shane was scared. That he needed sandwiches with the crusts cut off, too. Driving a big truck, mowing a lawn, all the things that had impressed Lucas as signifiers of being an adult, had not made Shane stronger. It had not protected Maggie. It could not protect them.

      They would have to protect each other.

      The philosophy crystallized in Lucas’s mind at that moment, at six years old, and nothing sound, rational, or moral would ever make him change his mind.

      He didn’t care. He didn’t care.

      Six, twenty-eight, he was the same child, the same man.

      (He twisted the ring on his finger so fiercely that it burned, it broke the skin, it bled. It burned.)

      Shane had only completed three fingers when he looked up.

      Finally looking up, he had seen Lucas’s small face wrecked with tears, blood on his mouth and chin, Lucas watching Shane work and crying silently at what was being done to him. What was being done to them both.

      And that had been the high water mark.

      That was Shane the demon, Shane the teeth-bared mad-eye-rolling hurricane, monster, black butterfly, poison weed, human factory belching black smoke, Saturn eating his children, an Oroboros eating the tail of its own legacy, the eagle tearing out Prometheus’s liver, cyclical, self destructive, self-cannibalizing, eyes-rolling mad and deep, deeply asleep. Sleeping and dreaming a nightmare of a dead woman and a dead baby over and over and over and over and over again.

      And then Shane woke up.

      He blinked away the bad dream and found it was no dream at all.

      It was him in a dark basement with a child, a crying child bleeding with maimed fingertips, and Shane holding the torture device, the spray nozzle of liquid nitrogen, which fell from his fingers.

      And he had looked at Lucas like… like Lucas could explain it to him. As if this child could explain how they got there, as if Shane had slept-walked through the past year, and God, he probably had.

      Lucas had had no answers then, as he had none now.

      He had been six.

      All he had then was a sudden bubbling up of sobs, each bitten-back whimper finally breaking loose, crying like a child was supposed to cry, and Shane had taken him up, Shane sinking onto that armchair, Lucas burying his bloody face in Shane’s chest to cry openly, and Shane had held him. Not like a father offering protection, not like the warden giving Lucas a box to put his sobs into, but like a man scared to death. Trembling. Both of them. Shane’s hand clasping the back of Lucas’s head, fingers trembling, as if reassuring himself that the child was there, was alive, that he had not killed him, and then pressing his face against Lucas’s hair.

      Neither could comfort the other. Neither could comprehend any of this.

      They were in the darkness together.

      Afterwards — and it could have been minutes, it could had been hours — Shane treated the burns, cleaning and bandaging with the same carefulness with which he had applied the liquid nitrogen.

      He did not apologize. He did not beg for forgiveness.

      He didn’t ply Lucas for the right words, words which might have redeemed him. He didn’t manipulate or coerce closure the way he would later in life manipulate Lucas into compliance, coerce him into submission, train the right words into him. Yes, sir. No, sir.

      He did not want forgiveness.

      In the moment, Shane had been quiet. Introspective. Lucas imagined him examining his own soul, the soul of a man who had attempted to burn off a child’s fingerprints, an attempt to erase the child’s very soul. Spiritual murder.

      The high water mark.

      Lucas learned his place in Shane’s world. It was a measuring stick.

      Shane could not measure himself. He could not view himself from the outside. He was a man who had made his soul unreadable even to himself, unspooling reels of blank paper handful after handful, his sins written down in invisible ink. His heart was ground zero, its landmarks obliterated in the white flash of Maggie’s death. Not merely burnt but atomized.

      His abominability was in that flash blindness. Wandering drunkenly, vicious as a maced guard dog, unable to see where he was going.

      Until the burned fingertips. The bloody-lipped child. Lucas’s stoicism.

      That was when clarity finally came over the man, clarity followed by what Lucas imagined — or hoped — was horror, what had to be self-hatred, all of it swallowed and assimilated into Shane’s sense of himself. Shane had not said a word, but Lucas knew the moment of change had passed.

      Because Shane never never reached that ceiling of cruelty again.

      Lucas witnessed his restraint over the years — the way it ebbed, relapsed, returned, and withdrew. A constant tide of cruelty that never again amounted to a tsunami.

      And Lucas saw Shane watch him… felt Shane’s eyes on him. Sometimes kind, sometimes hateful, but endlessly assessing. Shane endlessly reading him, reading Lucas' soul, reading the emotion and feeling and fear that Lucas could not help but wear nakedly, the constant helpless barometer of his love for his keeper.

      Lucas was the high water mark, because Lucas couldn’t not reveal everything.

      Lucas couldn’t not show his adoration. He couldn’t not reveal it. It was a love stitched into his being, a love with the same steady rise and fall of his lungs, his heartbeat, Shane’s heartbeat matching his, blood pressed together, somehow always touching, somehow always too close, unable to separate, unable to not turn his body into that closeness, to sink in, fill the space left alongside Shane’s chest, under his arm, against his side.

      Lucas was a glass revolver. Deadly, vulnerable. All of his insides on display.

      When Lucas could not bear it, Shane knew, and that became his limit. When Lucas was worked to the point of exhaustion, Shane would stop. Only then would he stop. When Lucas was on the verge of a faint, when he hurt too much to stand up straight, when his body trembled with the effort to keep going, Shane would stop. Only then would he stop. Lucas was the limit. He was the gauge. The canary to the warden’s coal mine.

      Lucas was the source of change.

      The starting place of all that was good in the warden’s soul.

      It was sick, bittersweet, and that was how Lucas remembered it and just about how he felt. ‘Bittersweet,’ but turned up to eleven. Bitterness turned into the stuff of nightmares, sweetness into ecstasy. The agony of the burns. The bliss of Shane’s mercy. The realization on his face, Shane’s sudden awareness of the black tunnel he was walking into, and the way that he had stopped. He had stopped.

      Shane had turned and walked away from annihilation, walked the worst of himself into a cage and closed the door.

      He had done it for Lucas.

      He had seen himself, finally, in what Lucas reflected of him, and for the rest of his life, that would be the rhythm.

      And they would never speak about it, but Lucas would always remember.

      Remember being there, six years old, in that dark room that felt like a dungeon, while Shane doctored his tiny fingers and deciphered his soul in silence.

      And Lucas had looked on in equal silence. Not crying, not even especially grateful or happy about being spared, but fascinated. Absorbed by Shane’s introspection.

      Watching angels and demons flit across his keeper’s face.

      Knowing that he was one of the angels.
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        “I flung one shoe overboard, and became aware that that was exactly what I had been looking forward to—a talk with Kurtz.

        I thought, ‘By Jove! it’s all over. We are too late; he has vanished—the gift has vanished, by means of some spear, arrow, or club. I will never hear that chap speak after all,’—and my sorrow had a startling extravagance of emotion… I couldn’t have felt more of lonely desolation somehow, had I been robbed of a belief or had missed my destiny in life.”

        -Joseph Conrad
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        * * *

      

      They were packing.

      Not that there was much to pack. They owned little and traveled light.

      Lucas went through the motions, his body drumming through the routine even as his mind sat distant and barely watched, too caught up in its own trouble.

      Nick was oblivious; in his mind, they had cleared up the mystery, shaken off the eerie suspicion, and the path before them was clear. It was on to the next state. The next city, the next small town, the next contaminated backwater where terrible things happened.

      They had a job to do.

      Shane’s job.

      And Lucas thought only of what Claire the wrangler had said, Claire with the burnt fingertips, Claire who knew so much. Knew the impossible.

      ‘Shane is alive.’

      Lucas packed up his frayed toothbrush, curled-up tube of toothpaste. He put them in a gallon freezer bag with the little bottles of free hotel shampoo. They had a whole garbage bag full of those kicking around the trunk.

      ‘Shane is alive.’

      He checked to make sure no socks had been kicked under the mattresses. He grimaced at the sight of a legion of dust bunnies — apparently ‘room service’ stuck to changing sheets, and that was about it — and withdrew.

      ‘Shane is alive.’

      “If we keep going down this main road,” Nick was saying, scrolling through Google maps on his phone. “We’ll turn back onto the highway. It’s about an hour and a half back to the interstate. That, or we could hang a left. Keep snaking through the Rockies.”

      “What else is in the Rockies?” asked Lucas, hearing his voice distant and distorted, as if he had put a goldfish bowl over his head.

      ‘Shane is alive.’

      “Bunch of small towns. More tourist hot spots, probably nothing interesting, but…” Nick shrugged.

      “But, what?”

      “It’s tourist season,” said Nick, and somewhat helplessly, with a weak smile, suggested, “We could be tourists.”

      He said it like a joke, because that was the only way he could say it. They had never been tourists in their life.

      ‘Shane is alive.’

      “Think about it, Lucas,” said Nick, and there was an element in his voice almost of pleading, something that sounded thirteen again and which Lucas could not handle. He turned away, and Nick’s voice continued from behind him, insisting, “We’re out of breadcrumbs, man. Lou hasn’t called with a possible lead in months. I don’t even bother checking my inbox half the time. Would it be so awful for us to just… drop it? Just for a minute, can we drop it?”

      Lucas looked at the little room, the residue of dishes in the sink, and closed his eyes.

      “We can’t take just one week, Lucas? Why can’t we?” Nick was arguing with himself as much as Lucas — Hell, was arguing with a man who wasn’t even in the room and hadn’t been for years. It was surreal that this argument could play out even with Shane’s lines not read. His place empty.

      Nick grabbed up the sight-seeing pamphlets left on the table, came around Lucas to hold them up. It wasn’t intentionally aggressive, Nick was just being earnest, but Lucas still nearly slapped his hand away. Hard.

      “I’ve never done any of this stuff,” said Nick, practically waving them in Lucas’s face like some asshole with a church flier. “White water rafting. Miniature golfing. I’ve never been on a trail ride, Lucas.”

      Deep down — Hell, not even that deep — Lucas knew he was right, and that it wasn’t fair, and that Nick was not asking too much, and yet he could not move his tongue in agreement. Could not say the magic words ‘Okay, Nicky. Let’s go fuck around in the mountains for a week. Why not?’

      Because the answer for Lucas was simple.

      Why not? Because the warden had never allowed it.

      And the warden was still alive.

      Still alive, and oh God, the meaning of that, the rockslide of ramifications, of wondering where, and how, and thinking that death was not the worst thing a person could suffer, the black void of things Lucas did not want to contemplate was there and now it was opening, waiting for him, a black mouth ready to swallow and confront him with its reeking stomach.

      It was that horror which drove the words out of him — words that were not his, but Shane’s.

      He swiped the pamphlets out of Nick’s hand. “You really wanna go on a pony ride that badly?” he demanded, glaring. “The job doesn’t matter to you? Missing kids, missing people, dead people, you don’t care?”

      Nick was taken aback by Lucas’s tone, his expression, because Nick had been arguing with the warden, not his brother, but now here were Shane’s rebuttals coming out of the wrong mouth. The startled pause lasted only a second, and then turned to anger.

      “Maybe I do want to go on a pony ride, Lucas! Do you really think we, us, we’re standing between the whole world and life and death? Do you really think that we make that much of a difference?”

      “Yeah, we do,” snapped Lucas. “Hell, just last month, that guy and his ‘art gallery.’ What, were you missing for that?”

      “That’s not what I mean,” cried Nick, bleakly frustrated, angry at Lucas for not understanding, maybe for misunderstanding on purpose. “Lucas, yeah, we help people, but you know there are other perverts out there, right? We can’t be everywhere. We can’t help everyone.”

      “And what, you don’t even want to try?” Lucas accused, knowing he wasn’t being fair, knowing he was being irrational.

      Nick looked helpless, confused, angrier. God, Lucas could see that Nick knew, knew that he knew he was being ridiculous, and yet he could not stop. Neither of them could.

      Something had got loose in the room, something they had both checked the padlock on like clockwork, every night, for three years. But not tonight.

      Lucas pulled out the worst, oldest chestnut. The one-time trump card that had become utterly meaningless.

      “Panoptes is still out there,” he said. “The people who started this, they are still out there. Or did you forget about Johnny?”

      He fell short.

      As soon as the words came out of his mouth, he heard the absurdity in them.

      He may as well have said ‘Did you forget about space aliens, coming to Earth to probe people?’

      For a moment Nick only stared at him, incredulous.

      And then he laughed.

      It was a short, shocked noise, singular, hardly more than a huff of air, and clearly he had not meant it, clearly it had been a sound of surprise and no more and yet Lucas hated him for it.

      He expected Nick to take a step back. To retreat from the argument. Lucas had invoked the sacred, after all. He had played the hand that left nothing else to say.

      But Nick spoke anyway.

      “You don’t really believe that,” he said. Quiet, calm. But not kind. Merciful, maybe, because he could have sneered the words, he could have twisted the knife as he sank it in, and he didn’t. “You just don’t want to admit that Shane was wrong.”

      Lucas’s ears buzzed.

      Was he really hearing these words coming out of Nick’s mouth?

      It felt impossible. Reality-shaking.

      And yet Nick said, impossibly, with a gentle pity that did twist the knife, “You know… it’s okay to let the man go, Lucas.”

      Lucas had no reaction. He had no thoughts at all. He only stared blankly at his brother.

      “I know you loved him,” said Nick, qualifying the potentially revelatory words with a “So did I,” that left his knowledge horribly ambiguous, his words as innocent as a pair of sons discussing an absent father.

      He wasn’t done. “But the man wasn’t perfect, Lucas. Honestly, in a lot of ways, he was really fucked u—”

      “Shut up,” said Lucas suddenly.

      Nick looked at him, looked at whatever expression Lucas wore on his numb face, and for a blissful moment he did shut up.

      Lucas pointed at him, a lone, accusatory finger he all but stabbed into Nick’s chest.

      “You said.” Lucas’s voice emerged shockingly even. “You said, barely an hour ago, you said we were lucky to have him.”

      “Lucas,” Nick began.

      Lucas didn’t let him speak. His own voice kept rising.

      “He kept us safe. He knew what was out there, and he did what he had to do. Was he perfect? No. Was he ‘fucked up?’ Sure. Maybe he was. But he protected us, Nick. That man would have died for u—”

      And then his voice, which had been rising and rising as if to some grand point, faltered. He trailed off, disoriented, and he turned away, running his fingers through his hair. Because. Because Shane had died for them. He had died for Lucas, he had put that mantle of guilt on Lucas’s shoulders for three long years, the silent-screaming skin-crawling awful burden of the sacrificed-for — but he was not dead.

      He had not died. He had not died for them.

      “Lucas,” said Nick. Gently now. “You’re right. You are. But… it’s been a while, Lucas. And it’s been even longer since we needed him to protect us. We can protect ourselves. We protect each other.”

      Nick was wrong. Flat wrong.

      Protection, maybe not, but Lucas would always need Shane.

      His neck was shaped for a leash. For his warden’s hands. He didn’t want this freedom.

      All the rage went out of him in that moment, and it was no relief; numbness swept in after. It filled him to the smallest crack.

      He knew then, as he had not been sure before, that he would go back to that stable. He would see the blue-eyed horse. He would make a deal.

      He turned wordlessly to the bed, sweeping his wallet and keys off the mattress.

      “What are you doing?” asked Nick.

      “I’m going out,” said Lucas simply.

      “No,” said Nick. “Wait.”

      Lucas turned back around, expecting Nick with a hasty apology or a ‘hey, let’s talk about this,’ but instead saw Nick swinging his laptop bag over his shoulder.

      “What are you doing?” Lucas found himself echoing.

      “I’m going out,” said Nick. His expression was a little sad, a little gentle, fortunately not too much pitying because Lucas might have actually punched him in the face. “That diner is open all night. I’m gonna get some work done. Give you some space.”

      Lucas was halfway insulted by that, but too off-balance to say anything, only to blink rapidly, and then Nick did apologize.

      In a way.

      “I shouldn’t have brought up Shane,” said Nick.

      Lucas could almost read an implication in the statement. Something almost insinuated, suggesting that talk of Shane was taboo for a reason, suggesting that it was untouchable, an unsaid ‘shouldn’t have brought up Shane to you.’

      Especially because Nick’s voice was sympathetic. The way his eyes lingered, the way he gave up the room without a fight, was sympathetic, as if acknowledging a loss. Someone else’s loss. Lucas’s. Not his.

      Nick had lost a father figure. He had made peace with that.

      Lucas had lost something else.

      Nick’s capitulation very nearly acknowledged that.

      But Lucas didn’t say a word, and neither did Nick, neither breathing another hint of things felt or guessed, making no more eye contact.

      Nick went out the door. Click. It shut behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Lucas sat down on the edge of the bed and rested his face in his hands, masking it, only peering out through the very tips of his fingers.

      Nick’s words ran through his mind like scalding water.

      ‘You just don’t want to admit that Shane was wrong.’

      No. Maybe.

      He knew the man was wrong in his actions, knew it better than anyone. Nick had not been there for the liquid nitrogen. The cabin basement. Nick had not been old enough to remember Shane at Maggie’s grave, the near-chemical stink of the smoke on him.

      And Nick had been… not coddled. It would be cruel to claim that he was ‘coddled.’ By any definition of the words, Nick had been as much neglected, as much ruined by the warden’s crusade as Lucas.

      But Shane had been more… Maybe ‘careful’ was the word. More careful with him.

      It was the curse of the older sibling, Lucas thought, halfway amused by the cliche but not smiling. The older sibling got the worst of it while the ‘parent’ figured out how to do their job. And Shane had been harder, blunter than any parent, but even compared to a drill sergeant — or hell, dog trainer — Shane had learned his methods from what did and didn’t work on Lucas.

      And Nick had never—

      Shane had never—

      With Nick, never—

      Lucas covered his whole face with his hands, scrubbed as if washing up in the sink. He felt the stubble on his cheeks, the strong line of his jaw, and it made him think of Shane, and miss him, and he thought about how sick it was that Shane had not just raised him. Not just that Shane had stoked these feelings in him. But sick that he was in a constant state of turning into Shane, every day coming closer and closer to the man, and he relished it, and he was nauseated by it.

      His body was Shane’s. Belonged to him. Was made of him.

      Nick had not been there, and Lucas remained the only person qualified to judge or damn or forgive the man.

      The only one who knew his soul.

      Alive…

      ‘Shane is alive.’

      The horrible ramifications buzzed around his head like flies.

      Was the inverse of death really ‘alive?’

      What was ‘alive?’ A beating heart, breathing lungs? A human body powered by life support with no soul left in it? Did ‘alive’ mean healthy? Intact? Sane?

      If Shane was not dead, where had he been for three years?

      Had he been with them?

      Lucas had to stand up and pace the room, his own heart beating in his ears, thinking about how Shane had died for him, and so if he wasn’t dead, then whatever else was happening to him was Lucas’s fault, his fault, his fault—

      And then he stopped, and he looked around the room, at the tiny kitchenette and the quilted beds with their scratchy blankets, the closed door, the drawn blinds betraying only a little peek of sunlight between them.

      And he laughed.

      He laughed because, although his brain was trying its hardest to spiral into despair, he was happy.

      He had argued with Nick, they had argued about Shane, they had said the sacrilegious unspoken things out loud, but he was happy.

      He is alive. Alive, alive, alive.

      It was only in his bleakest, unsteadiest moment that this truth could break through and reveal itself. The truth. The truth that Shane could have been returned to him with all four limbs amputated, braindead and tubefed, and Lucas would have been happy. Destroyed, yes, but still happy.

      The black world suddenly had birds singing in it again.

      He would take his warden back in any condition.

      Under any condition.

      The joy was too much… deep enough to hurt. A toothache that went down to the root. Like a too-powerful orgasm you weren’t ready for, too shaky to hang onto, the joy rattled his teeth. And then it frightened him.

      He sat back down on the bed. Chin in his hands.

      Full circle.

      ‘Come back tonight. We’ll deal.’

      Of course he would deal.

      It was a sacred obligation.

      It was the warden. His boss, his master, his keeper and creator. It was Shane. It was the only person Lucas had ever loved aside from his brother, and the rich, tender affection that ran between him and Nick was drowned out completely by the noise and thunder of Shane. A hurricane. Feelings billowing together, dense as black cloud. Fear. Adoration. Hatred. Knee-shaking lust.

      He glanced at the window, the closed curtains and peep of sunshine.

      It would be several hours still. Summer.

      With his decision made, he faced those several hours of waiting with an internal groan.

      Lucas finally reached a point where his thinking brain shut off. His more childlike, material self clamored for relief, for comfort, and Lucas could only turn and flop facedown onto the bed.

      He crawled up to the top of it, tugged the pillows down to form a mound he could bury himself in, and wrapped his body around them like a possum on its mother’s back.

      As conflicted about the man as he was, Lucas still lasted about thirty seconds before he grabbed Shane’s old jacket and pulled it over his head. A cozy leather tent of Shane-smell.

      Trying to avoid thought of the man was fruitless.

      There was no more intoxicating comfort than the memory of him.

      Lucas burrowed his face into the jacket, closing his eyes and breathing deep, and was immediately flooded with the warm, spine-sizzling sense memory.

      The hot center of Shane’s chest, the spot just at the top of his ribs, right below the pectorals, a perfect little niche for the tip of Lucas’s nose, where he could rest his lips and press his ear against the hypnotically slow drumming of Shane’s heart, which seemed huge. His heart, his lungs, everything inside of him had seemed massive. Full of power, air, blood.

      Shane resting his hand lazily on Lucas’s head. Maybe an absent combing, the gentle rift of fingers through hair, stroking his scalp. All the better if Lucas’s hair was slightly sweaty from sex, so he could feel wonderfully dirty with the evidence, Shane unrepentantly treasuring the aftermath.

      Lucas threw a hip over his pillow wall, snuggling closer to it, fully imagining that this was the man. An absolutely idiotic substitute — here was Lucas, at twenty-eight dry-humping a pile of hotel pillows as if it could stand in for a bulky man of nearly fifty — but he did not care. At all.

      He pressed his groin up against his Shane-substitute, and shuddered.

      He dreamed it up shamelessly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 11

          

          

      

    

    







            CLEANING THE BERETTA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “You should have heard him say, ‘My ivory.’ Oh yes, I heard him. ‘My Intended, my ivory, my station, my river, my—’ everything belonged to him.”

        -Joseph Conrad
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        * * *

      

      Three weeks shy of his twenty-first birthday. An already ugly and cramped bed and breakfast converted into even uglier, even more cramped rentals in a declining town on the East Coast. The neighborhood was so bad that even at rock bottom rates, none of the other ‘apartments’ were occupied, which suited them just fine. Shane had put down two months’ rent and holed them up to surveil a lead.

      And ‘holed up’ was the right word. Their section of the old house made up exactly three rooms: a kitchen that also served as entryway and living room, a windowless bedroom, and a bathroom mostly taken up by a shower.

      It had two beds, but that hadn’t kept the tension from mounting to a point of agony.

      What Shane would steal in haphazard moments on the road — their hands stuffed down each other’s pants, wordlessly grabbing, rubbing, parked in the far, dark end of a truck stop, or Shane panting “Suck me,” in an abandoned building, a slow night, an absent moment, Lucas drooling on a hard shadow that would suddenly pulse, hot, in his mouth — the man refused to touch during stationary times.

      Maybe there was a line in Shane’s head. A line drawn between things that happened in the dark and things that could be acknowledged in the light of day. Things that happened suddenly, spontaneously, in a flash of sudden desire or an unexpected gap in self control, versus things that he came to a measured decision about.

      Whatever the reasoning, he was firm. He didn’t have to explain himself for Lucas to grasp and internalize the rule.

      But it didn’t stop Shane from looking.

      Lucas felt Shane’s eyes climbing on him constantly, felt them thinking about different parts of his body, about doing things to those different parts, and Lucas wanted to put on every item of clothing he owned. He wanted to live naked. He wanted to hide from Shane’s eyes and he wanted to feel them everywhere, wanted to shudder and ache and feel hot and excited about the man himself wanting him. Looking at him explicitly. Sexually. But not touching him.

      It was miserable.

      Lucas could have looked, too, but he was too… not shy, exactly. Maybe too ‘respectful.’ Maybe even submissive. It was hard enough to meet Shane’s eyes when he was irritated, when he was disappointed, when they disagreed. Lucas was too used to dropping his gaze.

      The idea of ogling felt like… a challenge to Shane’s authority, somehow.

      Shane could look. He could touch with his eyes. Lucas was an underling, a recipient. He was — literally and figuratively — up for grabs at all times, where Shane was concerned.

      Lucas didn’t look.

      The things they had done were matters of midnight, twilight, shadow. Shane’s cock was somehow still ambiguous to him. He had sucked it, had felt it thrust between his fingers, had held it for timid, self-conscious strokes while the warden breathed against his throat, but he did not know what it looked like.

      He wanted to see Shane naked.

      He was too scared to look.

      Too scared until one night when, for no particular reason — except perhaps that he was horny beyond the point of self preservation — he suddenly had the courage.

      Part of it liquid.

      Shane called, briefly, to say he was returning, on and off the phone in under a minute. ‘Yes, sir.’ And then Lucas broke into his bourbon.

      He did not get drunk.

      He only put a little fire in his belly. Enough so that when Shane came through the front door, he would be emboldened.

      Shane came in stormy and wet from the rain. The look of him nearly put Lucas off his plans entirely, but fresh aching countered apprehension.

      Shane peeling off his coat, stomping off and setting aside his boots, Shane in need of a shave, his hair wet, eyes full of shadows and analysis, brooding about whatever he had discovered but saying nothing of it to Lucas, not yet, his clothes soaked and clinging to his body.

      His shirt was even white, for the love of God — or at least had been white originally; Shane kept his clothes clean, but washed all colors carelessly together, and everything took on a grayed or subdued cast over time — and through the near-transparent cloth Lucas could see the hard swells of his pecs, the slight convexity of his muscular stomach and his nipples dark, bluntly hard against the cold. In a heartbeat Lucas had been hurting-hard between the legs with a wet mouth. Swamped with guilt, arousal, but his mind full of eager objectification of the man who ruled him.

      A moment that came and passed in an instant as Shane tossed his wet things over the back of a chair and came into the bedroom. Lucas’s eyes dropped to the floor.

      Lucas pretended to be absorbed in stripping and scrubbing the Beretta, pretended not to notice when Shane — pulling dry clothes from the suitcase he never unpacked — slipped a glance his way.

      Lucas felt Shane’s assessment flow over him. Warm, like an unexpected ray of sunlight.

      “Did you eat?” asked Shane.

      Lucas shook his head. He was dutiful. He inspected a spot of debris, took the brush lightly to the metal. “Was waiting on you.”

      “It’s late,” said Shane, and in his tone was a mild rebuke of ‘You should have eaten already,’ but not a rebuke he really meant. They both preferred to eat in each other’s company. It was not a preference for chatting over meals, or saving that special time for catching up on their respective days, but rather the preference of wolves who felt better with their packmates safely in view.

      “Want me to make something?” asked Lucas, looking up.

      Shane met his eyes from across the other bed. The storminess had already gone out of his expression, replaced with something which was, for Shane, fairly mellow. He regarded Lucas without any sharpness or sexual intent, but instead a simple, absent checking of boxes that yes, Lucas was there, yes, he was still in one piece and looked healthy, yes, he was where he was supposed to be, he was doing what he was supposed to be doing.

      Shane’s eyes grew increasingly mellow, even languid, as the tension of the night dripped off of him like rain water, and the sight of Lucas grew to encompass the rest of his evening. All was right with the world.

      Shane shook his head. “No.”

      He slung a towel over his shoulder, came around the bed, and reached into his soaked pocket. He pulled out a wad of drenched ones and fives and tossed them down in front of Lucas. “Order a pizza, whatever toppings you want. Just no olives.”

      Lucas peeled apart the wet bills and raised his eyebrows up at Shane, who made the joke for him.

      “Amateur strip night,” said Shane.

      Rare humor from him, and as usual, it came out limping, with a wry smile that was almost a wince at his own lameness.

      Turning away from his sorry attempt at humor, Shane explained from the kitchen, “It was the only cash the register had,” and popped open the fridge. He squinted inside for a moment and then went for a beer.

      He cracked the bottle open and stood to drink it, fridge door open, throat bobbing and head tilted slightly back.

      Lucas watched.

      He felt a great fondness. Very soft.

      Lucas drank in the image of him — that strong, rain-wet silhouette — and then Shane was done, was dropping the bottle in with the other empties. Clink.

      Shane took out another beer and cracked it open, but didn’t take a drink.

      He returned to the bedroom, took another glance at Lucas’s work. Assessing. Always assessing.

      He said nothing, which meant ‘good job.’

      Silently he set the beer down beside Lucas, on the top of the dresser within reach, and went to go take his shower.

      Lucas looked after him.

      His heart squeezed — not painfully. For a moment his chest was just too full.

      He was too far gone, barely able to breathe.

      He loved him. Loved him. Was in love with him. His heart beat and ached and pulsed only for the minute flickers of Shane’s eyes, Shane’s tone, his watching, the constant and innumerable little fluctuations that dwelled on Lucas, that built a soul carefully around him.

      And Lucas wanted him.

      He wanted him like a husband.

      He wanted Shane inside of him. Buried. He wanted the yearning, panting, toes clawing against the bed, sweat-dripping close missionary of a couple trying for a baby. The grunts of effort. Shane seeding him deep — deep enough for Lucas to close his legs and keep it, to wear him like a lover, painted warm on the inside.

      He wanted to give him children. He wanted the nine months of carrying something that belonged to Shane, to be pregnant by him, heavy and full with their mingled blood, bone, flesh. He wanted to be intermixed, inseparable, blood-bound in the manner of ancient religion, a marriage more profound than any legal contract. He wanted the impossible. The everything.

      It was finally no longer enough to be Shane’s soldier, to be a cooperative helping hand or a hungry mouth.

      Lucas could not bear to sleep alone in the same room as the man he loved.

      He put aside his work, letting the pieces dry, and took a final sip of liquid courage from the bottle Shane had left him.

      He took his clothes off.

      The house was not cold, but he shivered as he walked to the bathroom door, which had a broken knob and did not latch, leaving a sliver of visibility through which he could see the motion of Shane stepping into the shower.

      A minute passed. Maybe two.

      Lucas’s hand hovered on the knob, and the sound of running water coaxed him, and warned him, and threatened ‘privacy’ and promised ‘his body is in here, naked, warm.’

      Lucas silently pushed open the door.

      He pulled it closed behind him, silent, and stood there on the other side of the clouded glass, in view of Shane. The man couldn’t have missed him.

      Lucas stood there, heady with his own daring, and Shane’s obscured outline turned its head.

      Lucas could see the overall shape of him, but he could not see Shane’s expression or read anything in his body.

      Shane might have been soaping up.

      He might have been touching himself.

      His hand lingered below the line of his waist, its exact action obscured, but Lucas thought there was movement. A particular, recognizable rhythm that sent a zing down his spine. It was a rhythm that did not cease at the sight of Lucas standing there, watching him.

      Lucas put his hand on the shower door. His fingers were numb. They opened it.

      He stepped inside with downcast eyes, shame-faced and heart racing, unable to make himself look up.

      There was motion at the corner of his vision — Shane pulling the door shut behind him. Clicking sound of its closure.

      The warm air and smell of soap enclosed them.
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        “Everything belonged to him—but that was a trifle. The thing was to know what he belonged to, how many powers of darkness claimed him for their own. That was the reflection that made you creepy all over. It was impossible—it was not good for one either—trying to imagine. He had taken a high seat amongst the devils of the land.”

        -Joseph Conrad

      

      

      He didn’t dare look Shane in the eye, which left only his body to look at.

      Lucas’s eyes climbed irresistibly up Shane’s calves, his thighs. Muscular. The hair there was dark and darker for being wet, thick and increasingly dense as the eye rose, black, looking soft, looking silky to the touch.

      Shane’s cock lifted slightly from that dark nest, pale by contrast. Soapy, half-hard. A thick shaft — long, heavy — and a flushed, rosy head, perfectly tapered to be kissable at the tip and to push, to spread, to make way for itself.

      Lucas wanted to kneel. He wanted to sink his lips over the head of Shane’s cock, lift his chin to let the whole thing glide gently in. He wanted to fill his mouth with it, to feel the soft skin on his tongue, to suck so gently and earnestly that it hardly even counted as giving head. Something more like worship.

      He let his eyes rise only a bit higher. They followed Shane’s happy trail up to the sparser hair on his stomach, past that, up to where the hair grew thickly again on his chest, around his dark nipples.

      Lucas wanted to bury his face there. Wanted to nuzzle against Shane’s chest, just like burrowing into a pillow, but with his lips parted. Trailing kisses, tasting. Mouthing hesitantly over one of those delicate, dark points to see if Shane liked it. And if he did like it, then to close his lips… to all but nurse on him, to softly worry the points with little sucks and kisses until Shane went mad.

      The desire to suck anything he could get his mouth on was humiliatingly strong.

      Lucas was just so hungry.

      He was so hungry for Shane that he felt as sick, as shaky as if he had a fever.

      He could not move.

      Shane broke the stalemate.

      He crossed the line mercifully, lifting a soapy washcloth to Lucas’s chest and starting to scrub. Not seductively. In fact, no more passionate than a man wiping down a car. Maybe less passionate, depending on the man, or the car.

      But his scrubbing, steady, drifted down. Kept drifting down.

      He stopped just short of Lucas’s groin. He scrubbed there, lightly, at the very base of Lucas’s stomach, flirting with the line of his pubic hair, where Lucas felt faint, inflamed, increasingly tortured.

      But the end of the washcloth drooped down… intentionally. Shane let more and more of it slip through his fingers, soaked and heavy, and the washcloth trailed down over Lucas’s cock, clinging and conforming to the shape.

      Shane kept scrubbing, and the washcloth kept bumping, kept rubbing on Lucas’s cock and he grew hotter, hotter, harder, until it was standing out in almost desperate rigidity.

      Lucas finally couldn’t bear it. He reached for his dick to relieve himself — but found himself instead reaching across the little distance, wrapping his fingers around Shane’s cock.

      He didn’t immediately close his hand and start stroking.

      He dwelled, instead, slightly mesmerized, on touching it. Exploring its size and shape. With his eyes. With his hand.

      He’d never had free rein to explore the man like this.

      To manipulate a part of his body in simple curiosity.

      Let alone a part so intimate, so private. Delicate. Astonishingly delicate it seemed in that moment, even as it grew and stiffened under his fingers, harder with each passing second, but still something inherently vulnerable. Something he was being trusted with. Something to treasure.

      He hesitated.

      The curiosity in his fingers was its own animal.

      He crept down by centimeters — nervous, intimidated, ready to be stopped — until he could brush his fingertips hesitantly over the very top of Shane’s balls. Not caressing. Tentative, exploratory; almost as if to feel for himself whether or not they were really there. It was so strange to confront — to touch — the reality of Shane as really human. Really a man. Not a distant god, not an immortal, and not a being of smoke or shadow.

      He dared to slide his fingers down, over Shane’s balls, to cup them for just a heartbeat.

      And finding them profoundly, tangibly real — heavier than he had expected — Lucas felt another powerful impulse.

      An impulse to kiss him there.

      He wanted to kneel, slip his face in under Shane’s cock, nuzzling with his mouth open and lips soft, and feel them on his tongue.

      It was naturally submissive — and he wanted to be submissive, wanted more than anything to do anything Shane asked — but more than that, the urge was about discovering, about touching the most hidden, unseen parts of Shane’s body. To kiss them. To be allowed to kiss them.

      It was submissive, it was worshipful, and it was hungry. Greedy for the whole taste of him.

      Shane had stopped scrubbing.

      Calm, permissive, he let Lucas explore.

      And finally, when Lucas had finished that hesitant touching, had placed his hand almost shyly flat against Shane’s thigh and turned his head up just a little, Shane silently put his face close to Lucas’s. He let Lucas hesitate, breathe out in thought, and turn his head.

      And Shane — carefully, softly — nuzzled his mouth to Lucas’s.

      Barely a brush. Couldn’t have been called a kiss.

      It was a butterfly’s landing, a ‘hello,’ and it was given to Lucas to push his chin forward, to seal their lips with an earnest and then a needy shoving. And Lucas did. Groaning at the feel of that older mouth on his. The stubble that rubbed on his chin. Shane’s hand coming up huge to clasp the back of his head, going from gentle to proprietary, from patient to starved.

      Starved, ravenous, rough kissing. Both of them. Shane no better than a twenty-year-old himself, not giving a rat’s ass about technique, just hungry. Wanting Lucas. Tasting him with a greed that was almost juvenilely obscene, that had Lucas aching and out-of-his-head and offering everything.

      Shane put them up against the wall, the soap-slick heat of his body compressing Lucas’s so that every inch of him became achingly familiar.

      Shane’s calves, his thighs, the slight points of his hipbones rising out of muscle and hair. His muscularly convex stomach to Lucas’s flat one, their heights close enough to matching now that they were almost evenly chest to chest, close enough that at one point their nipples actually brushed together. Lucas went up on his toes with a moan, nails clutching in Shane’s back. A broad, muscular back, just as the rest of him was broad, muscular. His was not the shape of the men Lucas had watched in pornography — that tanned, waxed-bare type of muscle made taut with ascetic living and dehydration — but something real. Concrete. Thick. Unbearably, deliciously weighty and dense against his own body.

      Lucas had never seen Shane naked, had barely been able to conceptualize it; nakedness seemed an antithesis to Shane’s distant, cloaked strength. Nakedness seemed silly, shrinking. Lucas typically felt self-conscious about his own body, preferring to layer up, but here was Shane. All of him. Bare, but not vulnerable. Instead more powerful than ever, more overwhelming.

      The cock-on-cock contact was almost unbearable.

      Shane drove against him roughly, his cock slipping and gliding against Lucas’s belly, his thighs, his dick, in the rhythmic strokes of fucking. Unmistakable in its desire, his intent. The lack of friction in the soap drove Lucas to madness; each thrust, each brush of the shafts together, sending a spike of delirious heat from his heels to his head, and then the feeling sliding tauntingly away.

      Lucas could communicate nothing.

      Even if he hadn’t been totally, uncontrollably overwhelmed, even if he had been able to seize words through the wall of fire, he did not have words.

      He wanted Shane. That was all that he knew. He just wanted, the same way a mute would feel hunger, even if he could not say as much. Lucas had slept with women, he had jacked off to gay porn, he knew the nuts and bolts of certain acts personally and other acts on a more academic level. He had sucked Shane’s cock, he had provided him a cooperative hand, he had been a certain kind of recipient. He was not a virgin. He was not naïve.

      But this was different.

      This was not going to be quick, sticky fumbling, not a dryhump or sloppy swallow in the back seat.

      Lucas didn’t know what it would be instead.

      Shane clarified with his hands, both of them gliding over and around Lucas’s hips to grip his ass. Fingers rubbing, squeezing. Separating. Working, kneading gradually inwards with a very clear goal in mind.

      Shane did offer him an out.

      He didn’t exactly stop, pull back, look Lucas in the eye, take him tenderly by the waist and ask ‘Do you consent to me fingering your asshole?’

      But he did pull his tongue out of Lucas’s mouth long enough to give Lucas a shot at saying ‘No, Boss, please do not stick your finger up my ass,’ if he had wanted to.

      Lucas didn’t say anything.

      Foreheads pressed together. Nose to nose, Shane’s breath heavy on his face. Shane’s cock temporarily ceasing to try and fuck his belly button.

      Waiting.

      Shane had not always waited.

      He had not ever raped. But he had assumed.

      He had always assumed that Lucas wanted it, or at least would accept it — ‘it’ being his warden’s touch, his hands, the opened zipper and open mouth, Shane’s pleasure at the expense of Lucas’s comfort, and occasionally Lucas’s own pleasure at the expense of his sense of shame.

      And Shane had always been right.

      But this time, he waited. Asking without speaking. Retreating without moving.

      Lucas very nearly took the out.

      Not because he wasn’t mind-meltingly horny and desperate for release, but because he thought he might actually die if Shane touched him there.

      On the other hand, he thought he might die if Shane stopped touching him.

      Of the two deaths, he knew which one he’d pick.

      He gave his answer as wordlessly as Shane had asked the question — not, however, because he was cool and stoic, but because his mouth had forgotten how to do anything but suck face — by gliding his hands up the man’s back, securing himself for whatever happened, and diving back into the kiss.

      Shane poured himself on.

      Big, heavy, steaming, he split Lucas’s lips with his tongue and made pulverizing suggestions with his cock, and he groped his ass.

      He was going to leave fingerprints. Lucas was positive.

      Shane gripped hard, massaging and rolling his fingers with an intensity that said he had tugged himself off to the thought of this very thing, many times before, and Lucas felt all the desire in his body suck right into. Well. A specific place.

      Shane exercised some restraint in not going right for the gold. He massage-groped, kneading and rubbing Lucas’s ass, until the nervous-clenched muscles began to give way. Lucas didn’t — couldn’t — relax, but it felt so purely, physically good that parts of him just melted. His legs were jelly. His face was warm and numb as if he were drunk, his lips were lax, his mouth cooperative, and below the waist he might as well have dissolved into humming, liquidy sparks.

      Shane finally slipped his fingers in deftly from above, parting Lucas’s buttocks to press a finger to his entrance.

      And he was so considerate that Lucas was almost indignant.

      Where the hell had this man been when Lucas was still figuring out how to deepthroat? Sputtering and gagging over Shane’s cock like an idiot, telling himself just to not throw up for the love of God, everything a slippery mess of spit, Lucas trying to juggle the tasks of jerking Shane in a proper rhythm while getting at least the upper third past his tonsils and Shane not helping by keeping a death grip in Lucas’s hair. Shane had never shoved his head down on the dick — and lucky for him, because then Lucas probably would have thrown up — but Lucas’s scalp always ached after. Hair-pulling bastard.

      This singular fingertip making gentle circles against his entrance hardly seemed like it could belong to the same person.

      Circling. Soothing. Teasing.

      Making Lucas suffer, making him wait, twitching and groaning helplessly while Shane rolled their cocks together, rubbed with his whole body, making Lucas evaporate.

      The man knew what he was doing.

      He stroked softly, then pressed lightly, then massaged with a fingertip running gently back and forth. Each brush over the entrance hinting at pressure. Each making the tiniest ingresses that weren’t really ingresses at all. Flirting with the idea of penetration.

      And then he didn’t need to push.

      Lucas’s muscles, muscles he had no control over at this point — if ever — responded, contracted. Yielded. Wanted it.

      And then, effortlessly, Shane’s fingertip rested inside of him. No pain at all.

      Those muscles — the ones that Lucas had no control over — clenched up again, and then there was not pain exactly, but discomfort. Maybe it wasn’t even discomfort. Maybe it was just the automatic, understandable reaction to the alien sensation of being penetrated for the first time.

      Shane paused again.

      He was not, this time, asking for consent, and not even really stopping as much as giving Lucas a heartbeat to think about a man’s finger in his ass.

      And the bastard didn’t even really pause. Didn’t really give Lucas time to think, because at that moment a string of spit trailed down from Lucas’s lower lip, messy because he had been making out like a sloppy idiot — and before Lucas had a chance to feel embarrassed, or wipe his mouth, Shane leaned down and licked it clean. With one careful, slow swipe of his tongue.

      The gesture was such blatant savoring, was openly nasty to the tune of ‘I am going to eat you alive’, and so without hesitation — Shane not hiding, Shane repressing nothing, Shane present and unafraid of wanting him — that Lucas moaned.

      The moan shocked him. It was loud.

      Every other moan so far had stayed trapped in his mouth, behind the deep exploration of Shane’s tongue and the hot seal of their lips.

      This one finally got free, and it was loud, and Lucas heard himself over the water, sounding exactly as helpless and wanton as he was.

      For a split second he was horrified.

      Then, in his horror — a fresh squeezing of muscles, the body’s natural response to fear and mortification — he contracted tightly around Shane’s single questing fingertip.

      Alien pleasure.

      A louder moan, a moan with a whine in it, and his body clenching again. This time seeking that pleasure. Groaning. Involuntary. Back arching, ass rising up.

      And Shane sank in deeper.

      Maybe deeper than he had originally planned. Maybe unable to resist the urge to see Lucas’s naked response.

      Thrust. Up to the second knuckle.

      Lucas made a miserable, infuriated, whining sound, meaning ‘fuck you,’ and ‘fuck me,’ all at once.

      Shane seemed to take that as a sign that Lucas was not being traumatized, and he plowed onward.

      Fingering. Finger fucking. Pushing and persuading back and forth through Lucas’s clenching, throbbing body, making a passageway of it, encouraging it ‘open, open,’ and coaxing it to yield.

      Slow enough not to burn, firm enough to overcome any resistance. Massaging, persistent, insisting.

      Lucas took him to the last knuckle.

      He felt Shane press, ensuring that there was no more finger to work inside, and a grotesque and thrilling sense of satisfaction bloomed in him.

      Satisfaction in having the warden inside of him, even just a finger. The sheer sense of physical mastery. The ecstasy of surrendering to it. Absolute submission, relinquishment of the body. Even his insides were Shane’s territory. Not just there, where he fingered, but deeper. Lungs, liver, organs. Anything that moved, that bled, that kept Lucas alive, was Shane’s.

      And it was Shane’s finger he shuddered around, yielded for, Shane’s finger he let tease and pry him open until the desperation for more became intolerable.

      Lucas sought his master’s mouth with fresh vigor, making his need clear with an upward push of his chin, a muffled but earnest sound that meant ‘kiss me.’

      And Shane kissed him.

      Shane’s finger worked still inside of him, Shane’s mouth sucked and snatched at his, and Lucas blissed out and suffered and ached for totality. For ownership consummated, for the surrender of legs around the warden’s waist, for letting his private and secret parts be stretched and made pliant so that Shane could find pleasure in them.

      And then, right then — when Lucas had given up himself completely to however many digits and whatever other appendages Shane wanted to wedge up inside of him — Shane let go.

      He stepped back, hands trailing around and off of Lucas’s waist.

      Shane ran one hand — hotly, restlessly — up and down Lucas’s chest, a brief stroke speaking of aching, and he said hoarsely, “Hot water’s going to run out.”

      Lucas blinked for a second, comprehending that, and then his eyes focused.

      Shane reached over and wrenched the shower handle to off.

      The water stopped, slowing to a trickle and to a drip, and the dripping seemed loud in the small space.

      Lucas looked into the warden’s face, and he swallowed hard.

      It was the first moment of eye contact. A stomach-quirking reminder of exactly who he was dealing with. Confrontation with the truth in Shane’s expression.

      Shane’s face said exactly what his body said.

      Said that it wanted him.

      Shane stepped out first, leaving Lucas on rubber knees wondering if he could even move.

      He put a hand to his lips, feeling where Shane had been licking him, breathing into him, and he was flames.
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        “To be understood correctly is to be engulfed, to be enclosed, swallowed up, drowned, eaten up, smother, stifled in or by another person’s supposed all-embracing comprehension. It is lonely and painful to be always misunderstood, but there is at least from this point of view a measure of safety in isolation.”

        -R. D. Laing
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        * * *

      

      He managed to quiver his way out of the shower, stepping onto the damp mat after Shane, and Shane was already toweling off and headed back into the bedroom. Lucas glanced after him, not daring to do more than glance, freshly respectful of the warden’s naked body as his brain tried to catch up with events. Tried to catch up with reality.

      And his mind couldn’t wrap itself around anything, and so he wandered out of the bathroom very stupidly, unable to even remember a towel for himself.

      His mind could only bob around one thing, one thought. Sex.

      They were going to have sex.

      They were going to have sex sex.

      He sat on the edge of the bed, because bed was the place for having sex, and he sat there seeing red, heart pounding, face so warm it felt like fever.

      Shane came over.

      Lucas looked up, but immediately a towel dropped over his face.

      A moment later Shane’s hand descended over the towel, starting to rub. Starting to dry Lucas’s hair for him.

      It was only then that Lucas noticed his own stupidity, the transparency of his own nerves. Coming and sitting on the bed dripping wet. Jesus Christ.

      Face turning even hotter, he reached up to take the towel and dry his hair himself, because he was mortified and because he was a grown adult who didn’t need help with something so basic, and especially because Shane’s gesture was terrifyingly tender.

      The tenderness frightened him.

      He knew what to do with Shane’s rough edges. If Shane had pushed him down on the bed, climbed on top of him, and put his dick down Lucas’s throat, he would have been better prepared for that than the softness of Shane’s hands, dropping the towel on his head, drying his hair.

      It was the kind of tender care Lucas craved more than anything, and it scared him shitless.

      So he didn’t look up — too scared to see if Shane’s expression matched the softness of his gesture — and busied himself drying off, busied himself with the towel pretending that he didn’t care that he was naked and so was Shane and Shane was looking at him.

      And then Shane knelt down.

      Lucas froze, hands still raised drying his hair, towel partly obscuring his view. He saw Shane’s shoulders, his dark hair, sink down in front of him.

      Lucas’s heart pounded.

      It felt like it would burst from his chest.

      Shane’s lips touched his knee.

      Light. Barely more than a butterfly’s landing.

      Not really a kiss.

      Saying ‘this is where I am.’

      And then Shane’s lips brushed his other knee in the same way. ‘Here I am.’ Announcing himself. Giving Lucas his coordinates.

      Lucas swallowed. He lowered his arms, but he couldn’t make himself move the towel so he could see, couldn’t make himself reach out to touch or even really acknowledge his warden knelt down in front of him.

      Shane kissed his knee again, now more firmly, lingering. The hint of a suck. His hand touched Lucas’s leg, the outside, announcing ‘I am here, too.’

      His hand moved over Lucas’s knee, shifting to the inside, pressing his thumb there, the hint of pressure on it.

      The subtlest of asks.

      And Lucas — sitting there trembling, in absolute terror of his own pleasure — was obedient.

      He had fired a weapon, thoughtlessly, hundreds of times at Shane’s prompting. Mindless. Unworried. Shane said jump, he asked how high. ‘It’s simple if you don’t think about it.’ And Lucas didn’t think about it. Use your knife like this. Heel to the instep, flat palm to the nose. Cold water to keep blood from setting. ‘Stitch the wound in my back, you know how.’

      All of those things he had done for Shane, easily.

      Spreading his legs for the man was the hardest thing Lucas had ever done.

      He let Shane’s thumb guide one knee open, then the other, and then Shane kissed the top of his knee. ‘Here I am.’

      Shane kissed the inside of his knee. ‘Now I’m here.’

      Shane kissed slowly up the inside of his thigh, each gentle, massaging kiss announcing his presence, projecting his intent.

      Lucas knew that intent. Obviously, he knew it. He wasn’t stupid, he wasn’t naive, and he certainly wasn’t new to the concept of eating ass.

      But he couldn’t conceptualize it.

      Couldn’t imagine Shane’s lips fulfilling that promise. Couldn’t imagine Shane — the warden, his warden, the dark shadow of a man who brought death to monsters — using his mouth in that way. For that. For him.

      But Shane continued down Lucas’s leg.

      Shane’s arms came up. They circled around Lucas’s hips to close at the back of him, cupping Lucas’s ass just enough to suggest forward motion, to draw him nearer. They suggested ‘lean back’ and ‘relax’ and ‘I’ve got you’ in a way Shane never would aloud.

      His lips brushed the juncture of Lucas’s hip and thigh. Lucas felt the lightest scrape of Shane’s stubbly cheek against his dick.

      And then Shane paused, and he exhaled, his breath hot, and he lowered his jaw and kissed Lucas exactly where he had been fantasizing about kissing him.

      Right at the base of his cock. Warm, lingering breath, lips. Kissing and then gently, a wet tongue. Slipping out, spreading out.

      Lucas gripped Shane’s arms. He tried not to whimper. He whimpered anyway.

      Shane moved mouth, tongue, lips downwards. Rising up, sinking down again, quickly, briefly. Kissing. Going lower. Lips curving gently over Lucas’s balls, not stopping to dwell on them, only providing one single, firm suck that made all the air pop audibly out of Lucas’s lungs.

      And then Shane was moving, nose brushing by, and Shane was gathering Lucas’s hips, waist, ass securely in his arms, holding him still.

      Saying ‘do not move.’

      If it hadn’t been for Shane’s silent order, Lucas might not have been able to bear it.

      Shane’s mouth swept against him. Hot. Gentle. Hungry.

      It was the hunger that humiliated, that turned Lucas shaky with bliss in a matter of seconds. It was how nakedly Shane had wanted this, wanted this specifically, wanted Lucas’s legs spread open for his mouth and to suck that virgin entrance wet. The way Shane buried his mouth, buried his whole face with a groan, nuzzling in and kneading his jaw against Lucas with pure greed.

      He had wanted it badly.

      Lucas had not been prepared for how intensely they both wanted it.

      He had thought of the two of them together as… exciting. Wrong. Taboo. Taboo because of the two decades that separated them, because this was the man who had dressed him as a kid and told him about the birds and the bees and to quit leaving cum-stiff socks lying around when Lucas hit that special age of near chronic masturbation.

      This was the man who had never looked twice at him… until he had.

      Until something changed.

      Something more than the year on a calendar, on a faked license.

      Lucas changed.

      He finished around six foot, then filled out. Had a strong Adam’s apple, a stronger jaw, and stubble of his own. A more than capable driver. A deadly shot. An animal that could endure three nights of no sleep and be sharp, be awake, be keen and ready.

      And then it was different.

      And then Lucas had the needs and wants of a man, and they were about Shane. The warden, his master, his old man, suddenly drawing all of Lucas’s attention when he changed clothes, the flash of Shane’s happy trail and the hair on his chest making Lucas’s mouth go dry, and Lucas’s mind became heavy and cluttered with fantasies of Shane’s cock.

      Of lipping over the head. Of letting it sink between his lips, tasting it. Thoughts of being stuck in a hotel room with only one bed, shirtless in the summer heat with broken AC, and a tired, careless Shane trailing his thumb down Lucas’s side, down to his boxers, and in silence exposing the hard truth they’d both been aware of. Touching him, acknowledging him. Shane drunk, Lucas in his lap, Shane’s hand down both their pants while his rushing breath whistled in Lucas’s ear and Lucas panted quietly in hot, rapid excitement. Shane angry, Shane’s hand around his throat hurting him, seeing red, resenting the lust until he finally gave in. Gave in. Took Lucas, aching, into his hand.

      All these thoughts, flashing around in Lucas’s mind like the sparkle in a shaken snowglobe, showing on his face as clearly as a projection on a screen, every day since he was seventeen saying ‘I want you, I want to fuck you, I want to suck you,’ and Shane living with that silently, day after day, month after month, and finally saying: ‘Fine.’

      And it had been so good. It had been so good and nasty. Nasty and taboo, nasty and secret, jailbait Lucas suckling his guardian’s cock behind closed doors, swallowing him in parked cars, Lucas in a dark alley with people laughing and walking by not ten feet away and his warden frotting — thick, burning, frustrated — between his thighs.

      God, it had been so good.

      And this was not that.

      This was not the pseudo incestuous shame that made both of them guilty, sticky, satisfied but silent.

      It was gentler.

      It scared him.

      Shane lifted his head. To breathe. To look at Lucas.

      For a moment they both only panted, only stared at each other.

      Shane’s drowning-pool eyes seemed deeper than ever, but no longer volatile. Instead they were a vast, merciful darkness Lucas could imagine stars floating in.

      Lucas leaned in.

      Their lips met, and they kissed. They kissed steadily, for long minutes, tongues making deliberate back and forth caresses, the give and take of their lips perfectly reciprocal. They did not hold each other’s faces. Neither needed to steady the other’s head or cup their chin. The seamless matching of pressure, timing of breaths, and rise and fall of their mouths, was perfect synchrony.

      Lucas’s fear melted. Wax in the sun.

      Shane would not hurt him. He would not humiliate him with pleasure.

      Lucas understood. He leaned back, he opened his legs.

      Shane kissed firmly down his chest — ‘I am here, I am here, I am here’ — and stomach — ‘Here, here, here…’ — and over his hip, back down to the center of him, and ate him out until Lucas’s eyes rolled back in his head.

      Their fingers twisted together over Lucas’s stomach and stayed there, interlocked, for a long time, even when it was all over.
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        “Anything approaching the change that came over his features I have never seen before, and hope never to see again… It was as though a veil had been rent. I saw on that ivory face the expression of somber pride, of ruthless power, of craven terror—of an intense and hopeless despair. He cried in a whisper at some image, at some vision,—he cried out twice, a cry that was no more than a breath— ‘The horror! The horror!’”

        -Joseph Conrad
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        * * *

      

      Shane answered the door with nothing but jeans on — zipper down — and chucked the cash in the pizza boy’s red, open-mouthed face before closing the door on him.

      He returned to bed with no ceremony at all, dropping the pizza on the bedside table and dropping himself back down on top of Lucas.

      Lucas — who had been lying there feeling like the cat who got the cream, purring, sexed up and deflowered, his whole body a-hum with warmth — didn’t have time for fresh self-consciousness before Shane’s mouth re-buried itself behind his ear, not just kissing but inhaling him.

      Shane worked off the pants he had barely bothered to put on, pushing them down over his hips and down to his feet, and welded his whole naked body back to Lucas’s.

      Lucas felt Shane’s dick — half-hard already — dig into his ass again. It wasn’t a come on. It was smug. It brazenly relished the privilege of lying with him, touching him, running a hand back around Lucas’s stomach in a stroke that re-memorized his flesh and said loudly ‘I would be inside you again in a heartbeat.’

      It said, ‘Remember how I fucked you? Remember how it felt?’

      As if Lucas could forget.

      No surprise, he hurt like hell.

      It wasn’t that Shane had been inconsiderate, but that together the two of them had the self control of a teenager who had just discovered masturbation and jacked himself raw.

      Lucas had not invited exclusively gentle treatment, and Shane had not argued.

      Shane trailed his lips over the devastation of hickeys he’d left on Lucas’s neck, and, for the first time, Lucas was grateful that Nick was away at school. It was a little nasty to think of his brother as a cock block between him and the man who had brought them up, but in that moment, Lucas leaned into it. Nick gone meant that they could lay as long as they wanted in the dried sex-sweat of the bed, naked and warm and drunk on each other’s bodies.

      Shane allowed him to wriggle one arm free, and Lucas groped around until he found the pizza box, slipped a hand inside, and dragged a slice to his mouth. At another time he might have found it cheap, sad, and cardboardy. But not tonight. Tonight… everything was good.

      And that was the worst part, wasn’t it?

      Years later, Lucas didn’t remember what they talked about.

      Probably not the usual pillow talk, the postcoital playing with fingers that he’d done with girls, the mutual, slightly embarrassed laughter about how silly the whole thing was. ‘Look at us, naked. What a weird thing, bumping uglies. Mushing our junk around to get off. Biology is crazy.’

      But Lucas didn’t think they talked about the job, either. About them. About Panoptes.

      Maybe it was the usual.

      Light stuff.

      ‘Do we have enough ammo for the M40?’ ‘Mm hm.’ ‘Did you remember to change the oil in the truck?’ ‘Mm hm.’ ‘And clean the blood from the back seats?’ ‘Mm hm.’

      Lucas remembered another round, another bout of wild panting and delicious pain, kiss-biting and clawing furrows deep into Shane’s back.

      It was to that memory that a Lucas Russo eight years older, lying in a Colorado hotel and humping a mound of pillows, finished himself off.

      Thinking about the intoxicating pressure of Shane between his legs, the huffing of the warden’s bliss in his ear, and Shane seizing his jaw and wrenching it up — too caught up to be gentle — grabbing, needing, drawing Lucas’s mouth to him to kiss as he came. Rattling breath. The uncontrolled pumping of hips and Shane’s hand, Shane’s hand on him as his own hand was now, driving Lucas in the same rhythm. Ceaseless, carnal synchrony.

      The remembered wet trickle of the aftermath, Shane’s essence creeping out from between his thighs and how Lucas had closed his legs, covered himself with his hand, sealed himself shut. Almost protective of that sticky proof that Shane had been there.

      Lucas came panting, hoarse, shaking.

      Thinking of the taste of it on his fingers. The warmth. Warm from Shane’s body, warm from his.

      In the wake of orgasm came an unpleasant door knock of reality.

      Reality which poked its head into Lucas’s fantasy, waved, and said, ‘Hey. That was kind of fucked up, wasn’t it?’

      Lucas rolled over and lay on his back. Stared up at the ceiling.

      He had finally grown acutely aware of his own denial. Enough to say to himself, ‘You’re almost thirty, this is not cute.’

      It was not a fantasy.

      It was a memory.

      And it was sick.

      Sick of Shane to play rough with the kid he’d raised.

      It was easier to think of Shane choking him, to remember this slap or that glare, as if these things defined their relationship. As if Shane’s only sin had been the occasional starburst of abuse.

      What was worse? A warden who slapped a boy-barely-a-man around, used his ward’s mouth and hands and the rest of his body with a vicious greed, no-lube climbing on him in the dark of night… or a father figure, a guardian, a protector, who overlooked the boy he’d raised and loved only the man who emerged from his ashes?

      Lucas had loved him at six. At twelve. At seventeen. At twenty.

      Every year he had loved Shane differently. Every change in Lucas’s unfolding mind, his growing body, had altered the color of that love. A love based in awe. A love based in fear. Love based in pity, in respect, in hatred.

      Shane had only loved him when he got to fuck him.

      Shane had been forty.

      Lucas counted on his cum-sticky fingers.

      Five years old when they left home for good. A decade of hero worship mixed with fear mixed with resentment. Sixteen the first time he looked at the warden’s body — Shane pulling his shirt off to inspect the progress of a healing gunshot wound — and felt a strange flush. Seventeen the first time he came thinking about Shane’s stubble, his big hands, and how his mouth might taste.

      Eighteen years old the first time he had caught Shane’s eyes on him. Not yet the heavy, clinging look of desire, but something. He had been noticed.

      Nineteen… a big year.

      Nineteen years old the first time he had made his first overture. Scared. Excited. Nineteen the first time Shane had reciprocated his clumsy advances and leaned over him in the car, looming huge, Lucas pressed back against the passenger side door, heart beating like a baby rabbit’s, eyes fluttering shut, Shane’s tongue passing over his lips, sealing them shut. Shane going slow… not to be gentle, but in order to savor that first taste of him.

      Twenty years old when Nicky went off to college. A year early, seventeen. Just like the missing Kelly Owing.

      Twenty years old with no chaperone, nothing but Shane, his mouth, his body, and Lucas’s drowning, miserable desire for him.

      Lucas had been three weeks from twenty-one the first time he wrapped his legs around Shane’s naked waist. Not quite twenty-one with Shane in hand, helping him inside, feeling the first splitting, consummating throb. Twenty years old and change begging Shane to ‘take the condom off,’ and Shane, forty years old, had.

      Lucas didn’t know his real birthday.

      Shane hadn’t had those records when he spirited them away, and when he drew up fake identification for the boys, he gave them both the same birthday.

      His birthday.

      There had been nothing overtly sinister about that. No thought behind the action but ‘This will be easy to remember.’ That was Shane. Efficient.

      By Shane’s measure, they were exactly twenty years apart.

      And Lucas had been twenty-one years old and tipsy — they had celebrated the arbitrary date by going to a proper bar, Lucas doing his first legal shots, Shane’s arm creeping around his waist — when Shane went to shower after sex, taking his wedding ring off and leaving it on the bedside table. As was his habit.

      Lucas — love drunk, regular drunk, stupid drunk from the stupid good dick — had slipped the ring on his finger. Just curious to see if it would fit. Which it had.

      Lucas had woken up with the ring still on.

      Shane had never mentioned it. Never asked for it back.

      And Lucas had never taken it off again.

      He inspected the ring now, his skin around it raw from nervous twisting, as he counted off the final numbers.

      A wife at twenty-one.

      A widow at twenty-five.

      Over a decade of Shane, and three years without him, which was apparently exactly how long it took to suddenly wrench the ring off his finger and hurl it across the room, snarling, “You chickenshit bastard.”

      The ring hit the opposite wall and fell inaudibly to the carpet.

      “Chickenshit, whiskey dick, scheming, selfish, narcissistic fucking bastard.”

      By what right had Shane stolen not only his childhood, but everything else? By what right had he demanded not just that Lucas obey him, endure him, survive him, but that Lucas should love him, too?

      How was it fair that one man should make up the entirety of Lucas’s desire, his pining, his milestones, his birthdays, his habits, his dress? The only man he had ever looked at, the only person he had ever loved?

      Lucas wiped his cum off on the sheets.

      He picked up his phone.

      He typed out Shane’s number — the sigil, the sacred runes — dialed it and put it to his ear.

      He was ready to say all. To scream at Shane’s voicemail as if it could hear him, as if it could stand in for the absent warden, because that voicemail was all Lucas had. Because after a lifetime devoted to the man, all Lucas had to show for it was an old jacket and a bloody ring finger.

      His heart pounded for once not with fear, but with anger.

      First ring.

      Second ring.

      He was ready.

      And then… the phone picked up.

      At first he didn’t notice; his ears were buzzing with his own outrage. He only frowned when he realized that there had been no third ring, and the outgoing message was not playing.

      There was quiet.

      No. Not quiet.

      He could hear something.

      His whole universe narrowed to the space between his ear and the phone, everything else lost and black and disappearing, bald as a burnt mountainside.

      Voices.

      Many, many voices.

      They were not speaking.

      They overlapped. He got the sense that some were close, others far away. He got an impression of stone walls, something that reflected sound, something that created echoes.

      Voices. Not speaking.

      His heart, which had pounded hard enough almost to deafen him, seemed to fade away into absolute silence, as if he had dropped dead.

      “H-hello?” he whispered.

      No answer. Only the voices. Dozens of them. Could it be hundreds?

      And then… the low, intimate sound of a breathing mouth, close to the receiver but irregular. The sound of lungs and lips remembering how to breathe.

      And then.

      And then.

      His heart must have stopped. He could not hear it beating at all.

      A slurred, disoriented, “Lucas?”

      All at once Lucas was no longer the man who had thrown Shane’s ring, who had fumed for his younger self, burning at the struggle to articulate what had happened to him.

      All at once he was the same boy who had begged ‘I’m sorry, sir. It won’t happen again. I won’t do it again.’

      Shane’s boy.

      That voice came again, still slurred, darkened as if with a smoker’s rasp. “Lucas…?”

      Lucas clutched the phone with white knuckles; he was shaking so hard, he thought he might drop it.

      He ventured, his voice almost tearful,

      “Shane?”

      A beat of silence, the sound of an inhale before a response—

      The call disconnected.

      Lucas sat there for a long time, mute.

      The warden’s voice had been unmistakable.

      Unmistakable, too, had been the sounds of other voices, the terrible symphony of dozens or maybe even hundreds of people at varying distances.

      They had been screaming.
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            BELLY OF THE BEAST

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The cavern was a terrifying place, hollowed out from the solid rock, the approach steep, tortuous, pitch-dark and full of bats. I went disguised, but the Sibyl knew me.

        I saw the Sibyl…sitting on a chair in a cage that hung from the ceiling, her robes red and her unblinking eyes shining red in the single red shaft of light that struck down from somewhere above. Her toothless mouth was grinning. There was a smell of death about me.”

        -Robert Graves
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        * * *

      

      Lucas drove to the stable just as the sun began to go down. It was sinking quickly behind the mountaintops which enclosed the little tourist town, painting the sky red, as if on fire.

      He considered leaving the Mustang for Nick, not sure when or even if he would return, but thought the last thing he wanted was to be caught on foot if things went south.

      Not, thought Lucas — with a grim glance in the rearview, giving himself a sarcastic kind of smile — that he knew what ‘going south’ even meant in this context.

      ‘Come back tonight. We’ll deal.’

      Nick could always hotwire a car.

      (And he might have to.)

      Lucas pulled into the parking lot, gravel crunching. The only sound. It was quiet out; tourists took the area by storm during the day, but as night grew cool around them they retreated into the warm golden glow of bars, restaurants, lit up jacuzzis.

      During the day, the mountains were picturesque. At night… at night, they were dominated by the trees.

      Lucas killed the engine and the lights and sat for a moment, listening.

      He heard the horses on the other side of the fence, moving in their small corrals. The occasional stomped hoof. The switch of a tail. A thump and a squeal — horse on horse violence.

      He thought of himself and Nick, penned up for all those years with the warden.

      He got out of the car.

      The creak and slam of the shutting door resonated across the open area, seeming as loud as a gunshot. Lucas didn’t flinch; no point in sneaking around. Too many hiding spots in the trees, in the rocky slopes. He would have been observable coming in from any angle.

      He took the same steps as he had earlier that day, up onto the wooden walkway to the little window, boots clacking.

      The window was shut. The lights were off.

      He shaded his eyes, pressed his face to the glass to peer inside, and saw nothing, no one. No movement. He removed his face, swiped dust off his nose. He glanced down the row.

      No sign of Claire. Her rocking chair was empty, its peeling paint turning colorless in the fading light.

      He walked down the row to its end, wood creaking under his feet, and put his hands on the rail. He gazed out at the view from that spot, the same view as from earlier that day. The horses. Their colors not so easy to distinguish now. He scanned for Django, Kelly’s horse, but couldn’t pick him out.

      Movement.

      A tiny place in his gut jolted instinctively, but Lucas controlled his impulses and remained stationary, watching Claire emerge from the side of a barn. Stetson gone. Straw-blonde hair catching the last light of day, making it seem paler.

      She was pulling a hand wagon laden with bales of hay. It was heavy; Claire leaned far forward as she walked, heels digging into the soft dirt, shoulders braced against the load. She didn’t appear to see him, but he knew she was aware of him.

      He could feel himself being watched.

      Standing there, eyes on the girl, Lucas wondered idly if this was a trap.

      Didn’t much matter if it was.

      If their goal was to lure him in and kill him, well… he couldn’t work up much angst about the idea.

      And like Claire had said earlier; if they had wanted him dead, they could have sniped him already. Even now, under the stable overhang, he probably presented a clean, easy shot for someone. And you’re welcome.

      Then Claire looked up, pushing her hair out of her eyes and squinting at his sunsetty outline, stopping.

      He lifted his hand in a sarcastically jaunty way.

      Even in the fading light, he saw her grin.
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        * * *

      

      “Feed out six flakes on that side, spaced a few feet apart so they don’t fight over it.”

      “Flakes?” repeated Lucas, staring at the bales of hay, too mystified to be miffed over her Shanghaiing him into chores.

      Claire pulled the wagon another few feet, let the handle drop with a puff, and turned. She produced a knife from her pocket and in a flash, before Lucas had time to do more than draw back, she brought it up in a hard jerk and saw — against the baling twine. She broke the two strings holding the top bale together, and immediately a wad of hay flopped off the edge. She grabbed it, pitched it into a corral where hungry horses were waiting.

      “The bales separate into chunks,” she explained, showing him. “Like slices in a loaf of bread. Those are flakes. Six flakes on that side, spaced apart.”

      Lucas stared at her for a moment, projecting a silent ‘Do I have to?’

      She met the look with a glittering smile — toothy — and he sighed.

      He tried to sort out ‘flakes’ from the bale and distribute them into the pen. He partly succeeded — leaving only a small trail of wasted hay between cart and corral — and waited for her to speak first. ‘Come back tonight. We’ll deal.’

      But Claire didn’t speak.

      She fed out hay, pausing every now and then to pat a horse’s nose, while his brain spun with suspense and the agony of it, and finally the wagon was empty, and they stood at the end of the line.

      The sun had set, turning the horses behind them into a mass of slowly churning shadows, rolling backs.

      The nearby barn lights presented a clear view of Claire’s expression as she turned to him. Arms crossing over her chest. Waiting. Goading. Smug already at her victory, and he didn’t even know what game they were playing yet.

      “Your hands,” he finally said. He hadn’t prepared his voice to speak, and it came out barely more than a whisper. He cleared his throat and tried again. “How can you work with your hands like that?”

      For a second she seemed startled, and then she laughed.

      She peeled off her gloves and held up her hands, waggling the burnt, maimed fingertips at him. Then she pinched the edge of her thumb, the peeling skin, and pulled it away in one clingy, grotesque flap of skin.

      For a moment he was about to be sick.

      Then understanding struck him, and his sense of disgust was bodied aside by a secondary, different type of disgust, this time at his own stupidity.

      “Rubber?” he asked.

      “Latex,” she said. She pinched the fake burn between her fingertips and rolled it into a squished nothing.

      He pushed away embarrassment — and a sense of revulsion that still lingered at the realistic sight — and pulled up the woolly collar of Shane’s jacket, as if against the cold.

      “Cute,” he said drily. “Are all of Panoptes’ people as theatrical as you?”

      She lowered her hands. She smiled a clever little smile that he did not like.

      “You said ‘Panoptes,’” she said, drawing a small but significant distinction. “Not me.”

      Lucas frowned skeptically. “You’re not? You just make a hobby out of leaving ominous breadcrumbs for strangers, then.”

      “Thinking you came armed this time for no reason?” she asked.

      He didn’t say anything. He didn’t acknowledge the Beretta in its shoulder holster, the LCP strapped to his calf under his jeans, the push knife sheathed alongside his ankle. Didn’t react when her eyes made a coy journey from each concealed weapon to the next, flick, flick, flick, and back to his eyes.

      “It’s good you have them,” she affirmed softly.

      She didn’t say ‘you might need them,’ but it was what she meant.

      Lucas couldn’t hold it in any longer.

      “His cell phone,” he said. “The answering machine.”

      Her expression, oblique and unmoving, still managed to say ‘Yes. I know about that.’ And suggest: ‘Why don’t you ask me?’

      A slight, smiling curve to her eyes.

      “I heard screams,” he whispered.

      “Ah, yes,” said Claire, with a little laugh, as if she’d forgotten. She rested a hip against the empty wagon, glanced back at the horses. “The belly of the beast.”

      “What does that mean?” he demanded, patience straining against the coded language. Truth was being withheld from him, not with lies but in colorful, distracting abstractions.

      “It means what it means,” she said mildly.

      Lucas held his breath for a moment against the question, feeling clunky, and helpless. He wished he could conceal himself in purple language, half-truths, red herrings. He wished fervently for a shield of eloquence to hide his heart behind.

      But he had only his naked feelings.

      “Is he hurt?” Lucas whispered.

      She considered him keenly for a moment before asking, “Would the condition of the merchandise put you off buying?”

      No.

      She read it in his face, smiled, and said soothingly, “You’re a good kid. Don’t worry. They didn’t send me to screw you over.”

      “‘They?’” He brushed aside the ‘good kid’ comment — she couldn’t have been any older than Nick, and probably not even that — and asked, “‘They,’ but not Panoptes? Who, then?”

      For the first time, she looked a little impatient with him.

      “Your boss didn’t tell you much, did he?” Then she reconsidered, tossed out a glib, “Or, he didn’t know much.”

      Lucas’s temper flared, but she moved on.

      “Henrietta Lacks was an African American mother of five who died in 1951,” she said. “Cervical cancer.”

      Lucas blinked, anger shouldered over by confusion at the change of topic. “What?”

      She continued. “Her cancer cells were collected and studied by physicians, who quickly realized their special properties. Most cell lines die in a matter of days. Henrietta’s did not. Henrietta’s cells continued to live outside of her body, continued to grow. They were immortal.”

      Claire paused, inspected his face to make sure he was tracking her words. He did not interrupt.

      “Today, there exist millions of metric tons of Henrietta Lacks in research labs all over the world. Her cells have outlived her more than twice over; she only lived to thirty-one.”

      He finally had to ask. “What does this have to do with anything?”

      Her smile went a little contemptuous; he was being simple. He didn’t get it.

      “Is Henrietta really dead?” Claire floated the question. “It’s been decades since she picked up a fork, had an opinion, breathed air. But she’s still out there. She’s everywhere. She’s in our hospitals, she is the substrate in which our medicines are grown, she was the first woman in space. Henrietta Lacks has escaped our concepts of life and death.”

      His throat burned. “Are you talking about Shane?” Thinking ‘Oh God, he is dead. Oh God.’

      “No,” she sneered, openly contemptuous now. She snapped her fingers up at his face. “Peel your mind off that man for half a second.”

      He ground his teeth, pushed down the anger that came seeping out of his nervous tension like water from a wet sponge. “I’m listening. I’m paying attention.”

      “Good,” she said. “What I’m telling you is important. Your old man needs you to understand this.”

      He bit down on his tongue.

      “There is no one, singular, definable ‘Panoptes,’” said Claire, emphatic, looking him hard and searchingly in the eye. “There is something at the center of it all, and there are the consequences of that something all around you — but you cannot touch it. You cannot kill Panoptes, because it is not alive. You cannot escape Panoptes, because it does not exist. Not as true things do. It is an immortal cell line, snaking its way through all of humanity, and you can only bat at its afterimages. I cannot cut it out of me.”

      At least one truth clicked in Lucas’s head.

      “You want out,” he said.

      “Bingo.” She smiled at him; they were on the same page again.

      A not-small part of him wanted to lean in close to her face, close enough to kiss, take her by the shoulders, and shout, ‘Why couldn’t you just fucking say that?’

      But he knew that wasn’t how the game was played. He did not grab her by the shoulders and shout in her face.

      “And I’m not the only one,” she added.

      Lucas thought of all the people he and Nick had interacted with on their drive up here. Ordinary, everyday people.

      He wondered how many of them had been Panoptes.

      The thought threatened to make his spine crawl out of his body, so he ignored it.

      “You need my help?” he supposed.

      “Maybe,” she said. Her eyes narrowed a bit as she scanned his face, as if assessing him for the first time all over again. “Maybe not. But we want you in our corner.”

      Lucas paused for a long moment, dwelling on the obvious questions.

      ‘Why me?’ ‘Why should I believe you?’ ‘Why don’t you shut the hell up and tell me where the hell he is?’

      They were all small, moot. Irrelevant. He had come here knowing what he would do.

      He asked,

      “What do you need from me?”

      It was a surrender. She smiled.

      “That’s it, isn’t it?” he asked. He stood there — well over a head taller than her, twice as broad, armed with two firearms, a knife, and his own bare, deadly hands — and felt small. Fourteen. Defeated. “I agree to help, and I get my… I get him back. But you need more than a promise.”

      “We do,” she said softly.

      A deal with the Devil… in exchange for another devil.

      He could have privately joked to himself, something about ‘better the devil you know, right?’

      Except that he didn’t really know Shane, did he?

      Knew him better than anyone, maybe. Knew the sound of his sleeping breath, the way he liked his eggs, how he liked a finger in the ass while he fucked. Knew him probably as well as was possible.

      And yet the man was still a stranger.

      Standing there, prepared to sell his soul, Lucas found himself wondering if Shane would have done the same.

      Knowing it did not matter.

      She put out her hand.

      “Come with me,” she said softly.

      He went with her.

      They went into a barn, where overhead hay bales filled the lofts leaving little room for light below, and where horses stirred in the darkness of their stalls. Being unable to see them made Lucas queasy.

      Some of the stalls had metal doors. Bars on them.

      He imagined children kept behind those bars.

      He imagined creatures.

      “So how do we do this?” he asked.

      “We have a waiver,” she said. At the end of the row were shelves of dusty, broken riding helmets, and beside that a filing cabinet, out of which she produced a sheaf of papers in a neat, string-tied manila envelope. Squatting down on her heels, she backed the papers on a clipboard, on her knees, and riffled through until she pulled out a blank sheet. Or, it seemed blank. She handed it to him.

      He turned it over, and his stomach flipped.

      There, in the top right corner, was the sign.

      At first it was nearly invisible because it was printed, not in black ink, but in gold.

      Almost sheer. Glittering. Only visible when he turned his back to the light, his body casting enough shadow to reveal the shape.

      Many variants. Many names.

      Triskelion, hexafoil, solar wheel. A single central point and legs, arms, jagged edges spiraling out in all directions.

      Emanations. Ebbing water, spokes of a wheel. A spiral.

      A carousel.

      His palms were sweating. Time seemed to slow as if he were still high — the moments dilating, separating. Dividing like cells.

      “You do know it.” Claire’s voice came from somewhere. He couldn’t place her, or himself, in space. No orientation. “The big man must have taught you something, after all.”

      Mention of Shane drew Lucas out, like the sharp stab of a needle. He looked up from his stupor.

      Claire was finishing peeling off the last of her fake burned fingertips, discarding them in a gross little pile on a shelf, and then she picked at a corner of her wrist with a fingernail. His stomach churned in expectation, knowledge, and then revulsion as she caught the edge of another sheet of false skin.

      She peeled the skin away, carefully, up her forearm to reveal a smooth strip of starkly pale skin which hadn’t been subject to the summer tan.

      The sign was inked into her forearm. Above it was a tattooed eye, and above that a book, blank-paged, nestled into the crook of her elbow.

      She let him see for only a moment, then rolled down her sleeve.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m not going to give you some shitty stick-and-poke.”

      “You need me to sign this?” He held up the blank sheet, blank but for its chilling sigil. It struck him that he was holding the official stationery of the damned, and he would have found the idea immensely funny if not for… well, the entire rest of the situation.

      “A signature, a bloody thumbprint, and ‘IOU’ — that’s the letters, not the words — in your handwriting.”

      “That’s all?”

      She smiled, and said, “That’s all,” but both smile and tone were sarcastic.

      It was ‘all.’ It was everything.

      He wordlessly held his hand out for a pen. She passed one to him.

      He got it over with.

      When he handed back pen and paper, pressing his cut thumb to his mouth, he asked, “And now?”

      Where is he? Where is he? Where is he? Can I have him now? Where is he?

      “Now we’re done,” she said simply, inspecting the sheet for a moment, then folding it and pressing the fold flat along its length. “You’re officially ‘in our corner.’ Some day — and that day may never come — we may call upon you to do a service for us.”

      He stared at her for a long second.

      He asked, “Are you quoting The Godfather?”

      Claire grinned. She wagged her finger at him. “Don’t you go getting any ideas about putting horse heads in beds. Some of these horses… well, they’re not too friendly with strangers. Might be your head, instead.”

      His throat bobbed. She could see his anxiety, could see the tumult building in him. She was playing with him.

      “Are you going to make me beg?” he finally burst out, angry and desperate, and angrier for sounding desperate.

      “The coordinates are on your phone,” she said, and she leaned back against the filing cabinet. She reached into her pocket, pulled out a joint, and tried to light it. The lighter was uncooperative. She flicked it repeatedly, frowning. “White Sands, New Mexico.”

      “That’s…” His voice trailed off as he placed the site in his mind. “That’s eight, nine hours away.”

      “Then you had better start driving,” she advised. “And I would burn rubber, if I were you. It’s getting cold in the desert right about now.”

      He stared at her, mind clicking through implications, implications.

      “He’s…”

      Lucas couldn’t parse it. Question, accusation.

      Claire finally got her lighter to cooperate, and the tip of her joint flared red in the low light of the barn.

      “They dropped him off two hours ago,” she said matter-of-factly.

      He chilled.

      Two hours ago.

      He said a helpless, defeated “You bitch,” with no weight in it at all.

      They had known he would deal.

      Claire smiled, and exhaled, and the smoke wafted towards him.

      In a flashbulb of memory he recognized it.

      Shane’s smoke. Shane’s stash. The secret, stinking poison that the warden communed with in private moments, standing twenty feet down from the hotel or motel or apartment doors, out on a fire escape, under an umbrella in the rain in the street with his boots coming back sodden.

      It was the same.

      Lucas didn’t have a chance to question it.

      ‘It’s getting cold in the desert right about now.’

      It was a ten hour drive. Even at top speed, how much could he bleed from that?

      He turned on his heel, walking past the barred windows with their hidden monsters, walking faster, faster.

      “Don’t call us,” Claire shouted after him, her voice as bright and merry as Christmas. “We’ll call you!”
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        “Death and the awful abode of lost souls, whither my weakness long ago had sent him—they had changed him for every other eye, but not for mine. I had recognized him almost from the first; I had never doubted what he was come to do; and now I knew while my body sat safe in the cheerful little church, he had been hunting my soul in the Court of the Dragon.”

        -Robert W. Chambers
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        * * *

      

      He burnt rubber.

      Lucas was out of the tourist trap town in a matter of minutes, and then he was spinning through the dark of the mountain roads, racing signs that said ‘FALLING ROCKS’ and diving into the mouths of black tunnels. Into nightmare.

      In the dark of night, the mountainside was as it had been in his dreams.

      Burnt black.

      He almost plowed directly into the sea of elk.

      The brakes of the Mustang squealed and he nearly drifted right off the road. Coming to a standstill, he sat there and panted as if he had been running, not driving.

      In front of him the elk rippled like water, like corralled horses in the dark, one indistinguishable from the next. He watched them, the sound of his pounding heart broken up by the crunch and clack of their hooves across the asphalt and onto the rock on the other side.

      ‘You know, the elk up here are functionally extinct.’

      Nick’s voice played in his head, Nicky’s ‘trivia time’ tone.

      ‘The herds are big, but they’re cut off from other elk by cities, highways, so they don’t get any new blood. Genetically, it’s a dead end.’

      Lucas’s chest throbbed with needing his brother there. Nick’s easy assurance.

      He didn’t want to be out here alone. Doing this alone. He had never been alone in his life. The empty passenger seat was nauseating, felt like it emanated deeper cold than the very air of the mountain.

      He reached for his phone, dialed up a contact, put it to his ear. He jumped to the point.

      “New Mexico. White Sands. Can you make it?”

      The elk continued on — one giant, rippling animal, a massive furred centipede a mile long.

      ‘It looks like a lot of elk, but on a genetic level, they may as well all be the same animal.’

      “Yeah. Right outside of Las Cruces. No — I can’t tell you. Not now. Later. I’ll call.”

      He hung up. He dialed another contact.

      Thank God, he got Nick’s voicemail.

      Lucas prayed he was out with that bartender. Let Nick at least be having a normal, human night, an evening firmly seated in reality.

      “I had to take off. Something came up.” Again he kept it quick. “I know what you’re going to say: ‘What the hell, Lucas? Come back and pick me up, we’ll take care of this together.’” His imitation was mocking, and fond, and pained. “Not this time, Nicky.”

      He swallowed hard. He needed to end the call before his voice broke.

      “I’ll call you,” he said shortly. “I’m fine. Don’t worry.”

      He hung up.

      He stared at the singular animal crossing in front of him, its hundreds of legs marching out of rhythm. A disunited, grotesque, living extinction.

      Claire’s words climbed above Nick’s, similar enough in theme that he felt them trapped, listened to. The claws of Panoptes closing over their heads.

      ‘Today, there exist millions of metric tons of Henrietta Lacks in research labs all over the world.’

      ‘That’s what they do with lab rats. Breed them to be clones, so that they’re a clean slate for experimentation.’

      ‘She’s still out there. She’s everywhere.’

      “Go,” he pleaded with the elk. “Come on. Please.”

      Claire whispered still in his ear.

      ‘Henrietta Lacks has escaped our concepts of life and death.’

      A gap opened in the herd — a wound, a knife slash in the body of a snake — and Lucas gunned it through.

      He fled the voices of the mountain.

      He put his foot flat on the gas and did not lift it until New Mexico.

      The world spiraled, the road felt as if it might suddenly flip sideways at any moment, leaving the asphalt burning over his head and he and the car falling, floating away into darkness.

      Night robbed him of landmarks, of perspective. Rocks and trees and mountainside rose and fell around him as indistinguishable black anythings.

      He was driving at the bottom of the ocean, he was in a deep trench where nothing lived but shriveled, unearthly aliens. Bioluminescent lures dangling from their heads. White, blind eyes. Clusters of needle teeth in thrusting jaws. Shipwrecks sunken beyond hope, the unrecovered dead hanging from their portholes as blind as deep sea fish.

      The only proof that he moved at all were the flashing signs, the mile markers flying by, and his speedometer reading thirty over the limit.

      He had no sense of momentum.

      He was floating.

      His hands on the wheel mechanically kept up with the white line, Shane’s ring sparking in the rare moments he passed under a light, and then once more in darkness his animal brain navigated with the casual instinct of a man who had grown up with no home. A man on the move. An animal in a constant state of migration.

      The time on the clock gradually changed.

      Slow. So slow.

      His heart never stopped pounding.

      Moments became minutes became hours became days became months, and Lucas Russo lived eight lifetimes in the eight hours to White Sands.

      About thirty minutes north of Santa Fe, the scream burst out of him.

      His throat tore itself to pieces, his lungs burned, and he tasted blood. He screamed until all the noise was spent and he could only rasp, his mouth still gaping open in a tortured mask.

      But he could not cry.

      His eyes were more than dry, they were on fire, they were hot coals fixed on the road catching on white lines, highway markers, exit signs, seeing everything they saw ablaze.

      The bruise around his throat squeezed, and squeezed, and squeezed, and he put his hand over it, and the shape of his palm and fingers mapped perfectly to the bruise down to the red rubbed-raw point of Shane’s wedding ring.

      And he still could not cry.

      All the cruelties of his life stacked up and could not measure to this agony, the howling white terror that had its claws in his chest, trying to peel out his heart and asking,

      ‘Is he dead? Is he alive? Is he waiting for you?’

      He heaved. He could not cry. He could not breathe. Thirty above the speed limit.

      Let him crash. Let him die. Let him have oblivion, any kind of release from this chain buried in the muscle of his heart, any freedom from the desperation to please — please, please, God — have this gift, this mercy, disproven.

      Let him find nothing.

      Let him find himself alone in the desert, tricked, stupid and kicking sand, and free of hope.

      No more hope.

      Please, God. Please, please.

      Let his mourning be over.

      The dawn was breaking as he left Alamogordo, the signs reading sixteen miles to White Sands National Park in the pinkish light of a clear morning.

      Glassy numbness grew around him, crystalline.

      He slowed as the white mounds came into view. For a surreal moment he felt that he hadn’t left the mountains at all; the hills looked snow-capped.

      Driving into the park was like passing into a reflection of himself. Everything desolate. Pale, sparkling, empty. In the distance he could see maybe cacti, maybe a straggly tree, but then the dunes grew taller and obscured everything.

      Like snow, they seemed to swallow sound, muting the world.

      He heard no birds. No wind.

      He heard only the Mustang’s wheels, only his own hoarse breathing.

      He drove slowly. Gentle turns. He scanned the dunes. He looked for everything, anything, and nothing. He expected to see nothing. His sense of crystalline calm grew; there was no one here, after all. It was all a ruse, after all. He was a weak fool for falling for it, but hey, who was surprised?

      Nick was going to laugh his ass off when he stopped feeling sorry for him. Lucas could hear his incredulous tone already. ‘They got you to drive eight hours? To Alamogordo?’

      Lucas was mentally rehearsing his ‘Man, fuck you,’ when he turned a corner and saw the bench.

      There were a handful of benches spaced out along a line of parking. All parking spots were empty. All benches were empty but one.

      A figure sat across the lot from Lucas’s approach, his bench still in the shadow of a dune not yet summited by the sun.

      The Mustang sidled to a halt on its own. Lucas’s foot had simply weakened and gone light on the gas, dying there. As if too tired from driving all night and finally giving up the ghost.

      Lucas sat in his car, very still, thirty or so feet from the bench.

      The figure did not stir an inch.

      Neither did he.

      All that moved was shadow, seeping slowly back towards the feet of the dunes as the sun rose.

      Shadow finally slipped over the head of the figure on the bench, and nausea broke through Lucas’s calm to launch a chill in his stomach.

      There was something terribly wrong with it.

      His foot touched the gas and he inched forward, instincts screaming in either direction.

      Go faster. Turn back!

      He coasted nearer, nearer, details growing and defining and lighting up on the figure, which was a man.

      The man’s head hung forward, chin slumping on his chest in a way that suggested ‘broken neck’ more than sleepy.

      His hair was dark. Unkempt. Slightly shaggy. A bit of a curl in it.

      He was naked except for a pair of boxer shorts. His skin was as white as the sand behind him… where it could be seen.

      Lucas could see now what was so horribly wrong.

      The man was covered in yellow paint.

      Dried now in great thick drips, it ran down his body as if a bucket had been poured over his head.

      The Mustang’s bumper hit the curb, and Lucas braked too late. He put the car in park automatically, without a thought for scrapes or body damage, and got out. He left the key in the ignition, the door open behind him.

      He stepped up into the curb, he looked down at the slumped-forward man without breathing.

      Lucas noted distantly that the man’s feet were bloody. He had walked for some time, barefoot, before settling on his bench.

      The man’s posture had gone still, as if mummified, with arms wrapped around himself.

      He looked cold.

      Lucas shrugged off Shane’s old jacket and gave it back to him.

      He draped the sherpa-lined coat over Shane’s shoulders and tucked it carefully around him. Fixing the edges. Bringing the collar up around his neck.

      “There you go,” he said, his voice very quiet and very far away, as if he had left it back in Colorado.

      He hesitated for a moment with his hand on the jacket collar, as if considering adjusting it further, but then made himself stop fidgeting. Made himself leave it alone.

      Made himself let go.

      He let go.

      He stood there.

      He wondered,

      What would he tell me to do?

      After some time — Moments? Days? — Lucas knelt, put his knees on the hard concrete, and looked up into Shane’s downturned face.

      Shane’s eyes were open.

      Pupils constricted to pinpricks so small they were barely visible, his eyes were empty skies of hazel. They did not so much flicker in reaction to Lucas’s face, let alone focus.

      His beard had grown, Lucas noted absently.

      He noted it in the same way he noted the bloody feet, the yellow paint, and the wasted muscle. Shane’s huge frame could not be made small, but now his bones were hard, prominent edges, and the muscles wrapped around them looked like rigid cables. Lucas could see every detail, every fiber.

      He noted these things without feeling.

      He searched Shane’s empty face for a moment longer before straightening back up, returning to the car to pop open the passenger side door. Then he came back, and made to scoop an arm under Shane’s, meant to help him up, get him into the car.

      His hand shrank back before it could make contact.

      He had to stand there and breathe, to physically force air back into his lungs against the wave of fear that had shoved it out. He breathed, open-mouthed, and braced a hand on the bench.

      Sirens in his head wailed, an accusing alarm that blared ‘don’t TOUCH.’ The idea was an electric fence. It sparked viciously at his hands.

      Don’t touch him. How dare you touch him? How dare you look at him?

      It was as if his nerves expected at any moment for Shane to whip his head up, to glower with those disturbed eyes, snarl, ‘What are you doing here?’ with scorn at Lucas for having abandoned his mission. For having abandoned Nick. For having come so far on so little evidence, driven — as usual — by emotion and dumb impulse.

      Lucas had never seen Shane so small, so fragile, and Lucas had never been so strong. Never been this tall, this mature. He had filled out into a man after all. Pound for pound, at this point he might have been heavier than the wasted man before him.

      But Shane was not a man.

      He was the substrate in which Lucas had been grown. He was the center of the wheel, the machinery in the heart of the carousel, the immortal cell line which multiplied without end in the matter of Lucas’s soul.

      And Lucas was still the boy shrinking in awe, staring into the flash of the bomb. Too stupid and in love to shield his eyes.

      He stood there, gasping for air and for the courage to touch his long-absent warden.

      His hand finally crept, trembling, under Shane’s arm.

      He helped him up, and Shane came readily enough, but tottered on his feet. Lucas had to catch him, had to pull Shane’s arm around his shoulder. The man’s weight — shockingly light — slumped against him.

      Shane walked, but his head bobbed awfully. There was no strength in his neck to hold it up. At the car door Lucas had to essentially fold Shane inside like some horrible puppet. He got Shane’s legs into place, his arms, fixed the coat on him, and then buckled the seatbelt into place across his body.

      Lucas was too old to remember being buckled into a car, but he knew it had happened. Knew that Shane had done it.

      Now Lucas was the adult.

      The world was upside down.

      He closed the door, straightened up, and for a second stopped just to gaze out at the dunes. Just a second to breathe. Breathe, breathe.

      He went around to his side of the car, got in, tried three times to turn the key in the ignition.

      His hands shook so violently all he succeeded in doing was dropping the keys on the floor.

      He looked over at Shane, and his heart gave a monstrous, icy lurch.

      Shane was trying to keep his head up now.

      Consciousness flitted over his face unsuccessfully, not managing to focus on anything or seeming to grasp the moment. His head bobbed, dropped and then jerked up again — an almost violent motion.

      Seeing him struggle was a thousand times worse than seeing him sitting still and thinking he was dead.

      Lucas put a hand out to brace Shane’s chest. He managed a hoarse, cracked, “It’s okay. You’re fine. We’re headed to the hospital. Okay?”

      The ‘okay’ was a child’s ‘okay,’ begging for assurance for himself.

      Shane dropped his head back against the headrest, where he seemed at least to no longer be struggling. His mouth opened halfway. Trying to speak, or trying to breathe?

      Movement. Lucas looked down, saw Shane’s fingers twitching and realized for the first time he was holding onto something.

      Shane resisted Lucas’s attempts to work it out of his fingers for a moment, but only that, and then he surrendered the item.

      It was his wallet.

      It was empty except for a photograph.

      Lucas pulled it out, looked at it in the light of the very early morning.

      He looked at himself.

      It was a picture taken on another very early morning, where sunlight had only crept partly over the bed and lit only half of his sleeping face. He was scowling, his brow pinched — apparently disapproving of his dreams.

      He was naked in the picture. Not naked outright — a sheet covered him to the hip — but clearly bare from recent ravishing, with subtle kiss marks hiding in the shadows behind his ear.

      It was hard to say when the picture had been taken; the muted light made his exact age ambiguous. It might have been as recently as three years ago, right before Shane was lost to him, or it might have been much earlier. Maybe in those first days of Shane’s ring on his finger.

      He was wearing the ring in the photograph, on the hand draped peacefully over his stomach.

      Lucas studied the picture in silence.

      Then he carefully returned it to Shane’s wallet. Digging out his own wallet, he found Shane’s driver’s license — the one that had jump-scared him so badly in the dispensary — and wedged it into the appropriate slot in Shane’s wallet.

      He placed the wallet back into Shane’s fingers, which closed tightly around it.

      Lucas looked out the windshield at the expanse of white sand. Sunlight sweeping over it slowly, lovingly.

      He put his head down on the wheel and cried like an orphaned child.
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        “I had a vision of him on the stretcher, opening his mouth voraciously, as if to devour all the earth with all its mankind. He lived then before me; he lived as much as he had ever lived -- a shadow insatiable of splendid appearances, of frightful realities; a shadow darker than the shadow of the night, and draped nobly in the folds of a gorgeous eloquence.”

        -Joseph Conrad
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        * * *

      

      Lucas sat outside the room while the nurses washed Shane clean of the paint.

      He clung numbly to Shane’s wallet. He turned it over in his hands — over, and over, and over. Slowly.

      A few flecks of paint speckled the leather.

      When the nurses eventually came out to talk to him, his usual bullshit failed him. Utterly. He started out with something about how his father had gone out the day before, disappeared, and oh the family had been so worried. The nurses exchanged glances. One suggested delicately that Shane’s condition pointed to a much longer hardship than overnight, and Lucas flubbed completely.

      “Oh, did I say last night? I meant last month.”

      Faceplant. Absolutely clownery. He didn’t believe a word out of his own mouth, and neither did they.

      He saw also from their expressions that a month wasn’t long enough, either.

      The nurses pretended to believe him.

      They summarized, and their words flowed around Lucas like water.

      Dehydration. Mild hypothermia. Blood work, ultrasound. Anemia. Trauma CT scan. No internal bleeding. No signs of trauma or head injury. EKG. Fluids. Toxicology screen.

      He recognized some of the words, grasped a few of the concepts.

      He heard the word “—stable—” and his heart leapt.

      And then he saw the furrowed brow, the professional wariness. His ears tuned back in to hear, “—with unknown cause of disorientation, the differential is massive.”

      “You don’t know what’s wrong with him?” he asked.

      “He doesn’t appear to be in any immediate danger,” said one of the nurses. It was not an answer to his question. “He’s responding well to fluids. His temperature is up, blood pressure has improved.”

      “But you don’t know what’s wrong with him.” This he muttered almost to himself.

      The nurse paused a moment before probing gently, once again, “It would help if you could give us any medical history. Any chronic health issues, any substance abuse? Is he on any medication?”

      Lucas could not answer their questions.

      “He used to drink a bit,” he murmured. “Smoke. Sometimes.”

      Shane had drunk less and less, smoked less and less, in the years before he ‘died.’ When they were together.

      They did not ask him about the paint. They finally left him alone ‘with dad.’

      Lucas thought it was a coin toss whether or not they called the cops.

      His experience was that hospitals kept out of things unless they suspected abuse, which was why Shane had only taken him in emergencies. Doctors looked at you different when you came in with a bloody-faced fourteen-year-old.

      After Lucas hit about eighteen, he’d had a rosy stint of regular doctor visits. Most people didn’t blink twice at a swaggery young male in that accident-prone window of heavily testosteroned, hard-headed, starting-to-drink buffoonery even if he came in blood-soaked and cross-eyed. ‘Boys will be boys.’ They were just happy that this particular Rebel Without a Cause had manners, and unblinkingly they swallowed his excuses. Bar fight. Drunk driving. Another bar fight. Playing with fireworks. Fell out the second story window of some chick’s bedroom when her husband came home.

      Those visits were especially easy when Shane sat in the car. Nurses didn’t like Shane; they probably picked up on Lucas’s attitude towards him, the too-respectful, watching for his cues behavior. It made their ‘abused dependent’ senses tingle.

      It was jarring now to have the roles reversed.

      The way the nurses had looked at him was not exactly accusatory… but it was familiar.

      Suspicion.

      He was suspicious now, as Shane had been suspicious then.

      And it was Shane lying in the bed in bad shape now, and Lucas the one sitting silently by. Brooding. Unshaven. Wearing the ring, wearing the jacket, a mirror image of the warden minding his ward.

      Lucas thought the only thing saving him from that police call was his own obvious worry.

      He couldn’t calm himself.

      His thigh jogged, and he turned Shane’s ring continuously on his already-raw finger.

      Agony lanced through his chest.

      Exposure. Dehydration. Hypothermia.

      His hands bore deep, dark red half-circles in his palms from where his nails had embedded themselves. He had to force himself to unclench his fists, had to steel himself to simply sit there and endure the fruitless, directionless anger. Despair.

      Questions spun in his head.

      How long? Where?

      A nurse popped in, did one more quick check of the blankets, IV, heart rate sensor, and then left them alone.

      Lucas had wanted to be left alone. Had wanted time to stare at Shane’s face. To think.

      But now, the room seemed to shrink around him. He could stare at Shane’s face, but he couldn’t think at all.

      With the grime and paint scrubbed away — but for a few stubborn flecks in his hair — all that remained was the reality of Shane’s condition under harsh hospital lights.

      Deep, dark shadows under his eyes, as purple as bruises. Hollows in his cheeks. Eyelids closed and occasionally twitching as if in a dream, but showing no signs of opening again. His hair lay wet on his forehead, black, emphasizing just how pale he was. Almost translucent. In Shane’s pallor, with his body fat melted away to nothing, Lucas could see prominent veins wherever he looked.

      Lucas thought dimly of the undead.

      Shane hated monster movies. As a kid, Lucas had gleefully binged them whenever the warden left them unattended, Nicky watching wide-eyed beside him, clutching a pillow. Nick kept the secret until nightmares struck. Interview with the Vampire was the one that had done it. Lucas had been most shocked by unexpected boobs, but Nick had been absolutely distraught over a scene where a child vampire was locked in a well and incinerated by sunlight. Three nights of waking up sobbing later, the truth came out, and Shane had given Lucas a look so dirty it was hilarious in hindsight. He was responsible for traumatizing his brother, eh?

      Shane looked vampiric now.

      Though much slimmer, though deeply asleep, he still emanated menace. Somehow, being able to see all the cords of tendons, veins, and muscles, seeing the bony infrastructure, made him appear more threatening. He looked as if at any moment he might rise from his crypt — vital, alive, vengeful — and seize Lucas. Tear him to pieces for daring to intrude on Shane’s slumber.

      But he did not rise.

      He did not tear Lucas to pieces.

      He did not even when Lucas reached over — hand trembling exactly like someone in a horror movie, someone disturbing that which should never be disturbed, ready for the jump scare — to gently push back his hair.

      Lucas marveled at the license to do so.

      He drew his hand back, observed how it was shaking.

      Absurd to shake like a leaf over such a tiny intimacy, considering.

      Except that Lucas still half-felt as if he had dreamed all of those other intimacies. They were too… surreal. Incongruous. The two images of Shane — one as warden, one as lover — jarred and jangled up against each other in his head, refusing to cooperate.

      It had been something so secret, so finite, knotted up between them in such a tight ball of unspoken feeling that it could hardly seem to have happened. Lucas was the only one who could attest to it now… and he did not trust himself.

      He sat back in the chair. Out of reach.

      He gazed at Shane’s sleeping profile and he thought:

      No apparent internal or external injuries.

      He recalled the screams he had heard over the phone.

      Again he recalled Claire’s words.

      ‘The belly of the beast.’

      “Where were you?” he whispered. “What happened to you?”

      His phone buzzed and he jumped as if tased.

      He checked it, and cringed; Nick again.

      Lucas had a dozen missed calls from his brother, and about twice as many texts. Fortunately, they were all more pissed off than worried. Lucas didn’t mind Nick pissed off. He could handle pissed off. He could even have laughed at it, been entertained by the mental image of Nick stranded in tourist trap central, Colorado, hands on his hips staring at an empty parking space, flames coming out of his head.

      Worry, he couldn’t have handled.

      Fear, absolutely not.

      He checked the message, scrolled back through the text chain. Lots of ‘what the fuck?’ and ‘fuck you man’ and ‘I will sic the feds on you.’

      Lucas had left two messages of his own. One an ‘I’m fine, don’t worry’ and one a ‘I’ll catch you up later :^)’ knowing that the smiley face would only throw more gasoline on Nick’s ire and further distance him from that worry.

      He had not said ‘I found Shane.’

      He had not said ‘Shane is alive.’

      He did not know how to say it. It did not feel like the truth.

      Lucas glanced back at the silent warden and found the moment altogether too unnatural, too unreal. It was… dreamlike. The knot in his stomach was worry. Was fear.

      What if he told Nick that Shane was alive, and that he’d found him… and then Shane died, here, in this hospital bed?

      Better for Nick to have never known than to have to bury him a second time.

      Lucas put his phone away.

      He absently rubbed the cut on his thumb where he’d signed Claire’s contract, and in his mind floated the image of himself, asleep, the picture still tucked in Shane’s wallet.

      The image transposed itself over this similar image of Shane.

      Asleep. Unmoving. Frozen in time.

      Lucas was gazing at the picture in his mind, gazing at the man in front of him, so deep in thought it was trancelike, when he heard the tell-tale boot clicks of law enforcement coming down the hallway.

      He made a face.

      He sat up and was running through the gamut of options in his mind — Fake cop act? They wouldn’t buy it, he was too much of a mess. Dig his heels into the worried son thing? They would expect domestic details, address, work history, and they would find no missing persons report. — when he heard another set of footsteps from the opposite end of the hallway.

      The steps met and stopped outside of his door.

      Lucas sat there, muscles tensed and ready for anything, and then came a cheerful voice,

      “Officers Grant and Mortimer?”

      A pause, and then a slightly wary, “Yes.”

      “Hi. Louis Yeun.”

      The sounds of some friendly handshaking. Delayed responses from the cops, caught off guard.

      Rapport established. Smooth.

      Only after the handshake came the announcement of “FBI,” the sound of a casual badge flip, and then an even more casual, “I’ve got this one.”

      Confused silence, and then either Grant or Mortimer asked, “Is— is this a federal case?” Double off guard. They didn’t even know what they’d been called for.

      “Lawrence has the details for you,” said Mr. ‘FBI,’ his tone placing the subtlest layer of ‘can’t talk now’ over his words. The palest suggestion of some urgency. “Give her a call. I promise I’m not stepping on your toes here, gents.” A step forward, a lowered voice. “Now, I’m not expecting trouble. That said, if you don’t mind hanging back, I’d appreciate having you in shouting distance.”

      Smart stuff. Handing local law enforcement back their dignity, gifting them a duty and thereby a sense of importance.

      A beat of silence during which Lucas could almost see the cops exchanging looks… and then the sound of nods and compliance, not even too begrudgingly.

      The boots clicked back off down the hallway.

      A man walked into the room.

      Handsome, Asian, not too far removed from Lucas in either height or build, Lou was smartly dressed in a charcoal grey suit that suggested ‘James Bond on vacation’ more than it did FBI. No tie. Tortoiseshell sunglasses tucked into his collar. Though not terribly much older than Lucas, he projected an aura of confident ‘I’m supposed to be here,’ that added another decade, at least.

      He had a computer bag over one shoulder and a folded paper sack tucked under his arm, and his free hand floated around his thigh making minute, thoughtful flicks of his fingertips.

      Lou came and for a moment looked mutely down at Shane without much expression. Taking in the sight.

      Finally he said, “Huh.”

      “I know,” said Lucas. He cleared his throat when the words came out hoarse. “He looks rough.”

      “No, not really,” said Lou, rubbing his chin, then the back of his head. Thoughtful. “He looks great — compared to dead. I was expecting dead.”

      And with another “Huh,” he put down the paper sack and the laptop bag, and drew out a notebook and pen.

      Circling the bed, Lou took quick notes. He glanced at the various monitors and visible data, lifted the pages on the clipboard hanging by the IV pole. He tapped it thoughtfully with his pen.

      “What did the doctor say?” he asked.

      Lucas regurgitated what he’d been told. Scans, bloodwork, condition. Lack of clarity.

      ‘—with unknown cause of disorientation, the differential is massive.’

      “Uh huh.” Lou took it all down, no questions. He completed his circuit of the bed, eyes ticking over the rest of the room for anything worth noting, and came to a stop back beside Lucas’s chair again.

      He snapped the notebook shut and put it away.

      Cursory data collected, he hung his thumbs in his pockets and made a thoughtful hum. He bounced lightly on his heels.

      Finally he turned to Lucas, demeanor switching from analytical to human in an instant, and in a sweep of eyes Lou took in the whole sad image of him. Disheveled, hadn’t slept, been crying, eyes bloodshot.

      “You handling things?” asked Lou.

      The question was blunt but not insensitive.

      “I’ll live,” said Lucas. His voice crackled but held together.

      “Well, that’s something,” said Lou. “Focus on the ‘living’ part for now.”

      He clapped Lucas on the shoulder — brusque, genuine, empathic but not cloying — then picked up the paper sack. “As requested.” He handed it over.

      Lucas looked inside and found a set of clean clothes. No — two sets. One for him, too, he supposed.

      It occurred to him too late that he had given Shane’s previous sizes. These clothes would probably hang on him like on a shopping rack.

      But at least there was a belt.

      “Thanks,” he said, and his voice finally cracked, the room going blurry in front of his eyes.

      “What’s that?” said Lou. “Coffee? Great idea. I think I need a cup, too.”

      And he turned and gave them their privacy.

      By the time Lou returned with coffee, Lucas had his tear ducts under control again.

      He heard Lou first down the hallway, chatting with the cops, and heard thankful sounds suggesting Lou had brought them coffee, too. Smart. Clean work. Lucas felt a sense of deep, tangible relief at having a professional around… and a greater sense of loss. That had been Shane’s wheelhouse.

      Lou’s steps were louder than they should have been — giving Lucas plenty of warning in case he was still weepy — and he emerged with coffee carrier in hand. A glance at Lucas — not weepy, all right — and at Shane — still alive — and Lou grabbed himself a chair and sat down.

      Lucas wordlessly took the coffee he was offered, noting that it was not from the hospital cafeteria but a proper coffee shop across the street. He was touched… and a little guilty.

      “You know, you didn’t have to go out of your way,” he said. “I’ll drink sludge from just about anywhere.”

      “I won’t,” said Lou, Matrix-style dodging the acknowledgment of his kindness. He got briskly to business. “I’ve bought you time. Law enforcement isn’t champing at the bit to investigate elder abuse.”

      ‘Elder abuse.’ Lucas snorted.

      “…and I managed to convince the nurses you are who you say you are. ‘Milton,’ eh? Even I got that one. I think you sold them, actually, on the worried and doting son thing. Some of them even look sympathetic.”

      Lucas felt his face do something pathetic, tried to straighten it out. Lou quickly moved on.

      “Okay,” said Lou. “Let’s crack this nut.”

      He flipped open his notebook. The right page was blank, and the left held some chickenscratch of what little Lucas had told him.

      Lucas saw the name Kelly Owing scribbled there.

      “So you found him sitting on the bench,” prompted Lou.

      Lucas told him everything.

      …almost everything.

      The missing girls up in Colorado.

      The budtender with the sign tattooed on her neck.

      And Claire. Her smiling, her goading. Helping? Hurting? Lucas still wasn’t sure.

      When he finished, ending on the contract he’d signed and showing his cut thumb, Lou winced and began to massage his temple.

      “That was a bad idea, Lucas,” he said, in a tone that suggested ‘bad’ was putting it mildly.

      “Yeah.” Lucas rubbed his thumb. “I know.” He glanced at Lou, trying to read his face for anything withheld. “Is that it, then? Did I hand Panoptes my soul?”

      “Hard to say.” Lou worked his tongue in his mouth, thinking. “She could have been telling the truth, and all you made was a promise. Even the defectors like to do things the spooky, old-fashioned way. Screwballs, every one.”

      Lou leaned back, balanced on the hind legs of his chair, and mused, “It’s hard to say. Too hard to say. What she told you is dead on, though. They’re more of a philosophy than a tangible organization. Even calling them a cult would assign too much sense of purpose. No one at the top.”

      “That’s not true,” said Lucas.

      Lou paused in his writing. He dropped his chair back down to all four legs, looked at Lucas, and, for the first time, his pleasantness shifted.

      For the first time, his easy atmosphere ebbed, and the keen edges of him showed in the way he examined Lucas.

      “There is someone,” said Lucas. “Shane knew him.”

      Silence.

      The full weight of Lou’s eyes weighed on him, intent. The pressure of many questions distributed itself precisely. Not threatening anything… not yet.

      Lucas sipped his coffee and remained reticent.

      The unsaid obvious hung in the air between them: He would keep Shane’s secrets.

      “Can I have a name, at least?” asked Lou.

      Lucas mulled, looked at the sleeping warden and his face full of shadows.

      “John,” he said. “Johnny.”

      His eyes flicked back to Lou, seeking any sign of recognition.

      Lou’s eyelids fluttered for a microsecond — some reaction. But it was microscopic.

      If he knew the name, he wasn’t talking, either.

      Lou dutifully jotted ‘Johnny’ down in his notebook and they both let the moment slide by.

      Lucas changed the subject.

      “You don’t seem surprised he’s alive,” he said.

      “Shane?” Lou’s affability returned. He made a face that was a smile and a grimace at once. “I’ve assumed he was dead a half dozen times now. I can’t get surprised anymore; man’s a cockroach. Besides, Panoptes likes to play with their food.”

      Lucas couldn’t control the visceral flinch that went through him.

      Lou noticed, said a sheepish, “Sorry.”

      “Claire told me…” Lucas copped to one of the things he had held back before. “She said that he was in ‘the belly of the beast.’”

      He watched Lou’s face again. Carefully.

      “And when I heard his voice on the phone,” Lucas continued, finding himself whispering. “I heard screaming. Lots of screaming.”

      Lou sipped his coffee. He swirled his cup in thought.

      If he was considering the answer, or considering whether he wanted to tell Lucas the answer, it was impossible to tell.

      “The Panoptes that I know,” said Lou finally, with a sideways flick of the eyes that said he hadn’t forgotten about ‘Johnny,’ “would rather convert than kill. They don’t want unwilling agents. They’re not above blackmail, or even threats of violence, but they vastly prefer nice, clean, under the table compensation. Payment. Perks. Opportunities.”

      Vitriol curled up in Lucas, kneejerk. Shane’s words.

      “And the kidnapped kids?”

      “I’m not talking about that,” said Lou quietly. He swirled his coffee cup slowly. “I’m talking about Shane. Three years…” He paused, meditated on the thought, three years, and looked at the man lying nearly catatonic on the bed. “It’s possible they wanted him as an ally,” he finally speculated, in a voice that suggested he was very reluctant to speculate, but that he thought it was true. “It’s possible they thought he could be converted through other means.”

      The concept fell on Lucas like snow — cold, and then melting to nothing. A numb shield slid over him.

      “Torture?” he asked bluntly.

      Lou didn’t say anything.

      He drank his coffee.

      Lucas focused on the snow. He focused on feeling cold, and nothing else.

      “No sign of injury at all?” Lou suddenly asked. “Internal, external? No scars?”

      “No new ones.”

      “And the tox screen.” Lou flipped back through his notes. “Nothing?”

      “Nothing,” said Lucas. “But the nurse said most substances would be out of his system in a matter of days, and others wouldn’t show up at all. Doesn’t help us much with the past three years.”

      In his head an image swam briefly: the smoke from Claire’s joint wafting towards him. The familiar smell.

      Had it been weed? Or something else?

      “No,” said Lou. “It doesn’t.”

      He looked unhappy.

      “I have some thoughts,” he said finally, closing his notebook and hooking the pen on the edge of it. “I have a lot of thoughts, but I’m not going to get into them without confirming a few things first. You have enough to think about.”

      He pushed back his chair, stood. Took another careful look around the room.

      “Whatever they want, or wanted,” he said, his voice low. “I think things will be quiet, for now. And there’s not much we can do, anyway, without him oriented.” He tapped a finger on his journal, turned back to Lucas. “I’ll give you my guarantee things stay quiet tonight; I have some favors I can call in. He’ll be safe.”

      Lucas had to swallow hard around a fresh lump in his throat.

      “Thank you,” he said. “For helping.” He admitted, “I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

      Lou snorted. “Why? Because he shot me?”

      Lucas cleared his throat. “Yeah, that.”

      Lou made a ‘don’t even worry about it’ hand wavey gesture.

      “That’s Shane Case for you. I’ve been shot loads of times, anyway.”

      He gave the big, unconscious man a resigned onceover, then shook his head.

      “I’ll let you be. I’m gonna go hound some people on the phone, then post up outside the door. Get some rest.”

      “I’ll try,” said Lucas.

      “Oh.” Lou paused halfway out the door, sticking his head back in. “And call your mini-me. He’s left me four voicemails already.”

      Lucas made a face.

      He was going to have to deal with Nicky before his brother went through the whole rolodex of allies.

      Soon, he told himself. Soon. He would call.

      After Shane woke up.
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        “I remembered his abject pleading, his abject threats, the colossal scale of his vile desires, the meanness, the torment, the tempestuous anguish of his soul. And later on I seemed to see his collected languid manner, when he said one day, ‘This lot of ivory now is really mine. The Company did not pay for it. I collected it myself at a very great personal risk.’”

        -Joseph Conrad
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        * * *

      

      ‘Getting some rest’ was not as simple as Lou made it sound.

      The day crawled at the hospital. Lucas was eternally distracted by potentially suspicious noises and by the nurses popping by to check something, to adjust something. Each time he asked if there was anything new, if there were any more signs, and each time they told him no.

      It was just a matter of waiting, now, they told him.

      Night crept in.

      Lou made the symbolic gesture of offering to keep watch — “In case you want to go grab a few hours in a real bed.” — and Lucas declined, as they’d both known he would.

      But eventually — as the hospital grew darker and quieter, quiet but for the steady, low beeps of machines — Lucas’s eyelids began to droop.

      He stared at Shane’s unchanging face until the lines of it began to blur.

      Hazily, he imagined climbing up onto that bed. Curling up beside Shane’s unconscious body and pressing his face into the warden’s side. Then he would be able to sleep. There he would feel safe.

      But there was no room. Lucas was not the kid he still felt like, the kid whose fear still churned in his guts.

      He was a grown man, and he needed a shave, and a shower, and he needed Shane to wake up.

      Eventually he allowed himself to do what he had been contemplating for hours.

      He scooted his chair up close to Shane’s bed — little scraping noise on the floor — and he leaned in.

      Three years since his last night with the warden.

      In the four years between their first night together and the night of Shane’s supposed death, Lucas couldn’t remember spending one apart.

      Shane was not one of those innately tender, innately gentle men who treasured intimate moments by murmuring sweet nothings and clasping a lover to their bosom.

      Shane did not ‘cuddle.’

      But he insisted on skin-to-skin contact.

      There was a difference.

      Skin-to-skin was the constant, fluctuating rhythm of each other’s breathing. The rise and fall of chest against back. Shane’s arm perpetually wrapped around Lucas’s waist, fingers skimming his stomach, face often resting in sleep against his shoulder. The resting pulse of Shane’s heart sometimes accelerating, then decelerating in dreams. Awake, he would rest a hand on Lucas’s hip, hooking a thumb over the hint of bone. A possessive touch. There was a mood to it almost of anxiety. Self-soothing. He might stroke Lucas’s cheek, run aimless fingers along his face, touch him softly, but there would be virtually no tenderness in it.

      Or at least, all tenderness was colored with some silent and brooding concern. The requirement to cling.

      As if Lucas was a balloon and would simply float away without two hundred pounds of man holding him down.

      Lucas had enthusiastically encouraged this.

      When Shane reached for him, he burrowed in with a gusto that was as much self indulgence as it was obedience. He let himself be tangled with and wrapped up in Shane’s body, as it folded itself around him like a closing fist.

      Lucas’s sleep had suffered immensely when Shane died.

      Well. When Shane was gone.

      Just as Shane had un-tenderly stroked his face years ago, Lucas now reached out and touched the warden’s chin.

      His thoughts were muted by exhaustion, coming only in soft flutters.

      He liked the beard.

      It made Shane look older, and Lucas would always love that, because it reassured him to think of Shane as eternally older. Wiser. Stronger. That icon he had worshipped and always would, no matter how weak the warden became.

      He reminded himself of Shane’s features through touch.

      Shane’s face was thinner, but still familiar. The shape of his chin under the beard. The broad jaw. A strong face, its features harrowing, deep, and sharp, in a way that seemed somehow Paleolithic, or reminiscent of some ancient, more primal warrior. A Viking berserker.

      As he went on with no reaction from the sleeping dragon, Lucas finally grew bold enough to cradle Shane’s face. Feeling as though it could fall away from him, like water dripping through cupped hands.

      He bent down and pressed his forehead to Shane’s.

      That was it.

      He had no desire to kiss him; desire slept, romantic and sensual feelings fallen silent beneath the steady keen of something more powerful. And painful.

      Sitting there with forehead pressed to the warmth of Shane’s, their noses brushing, Lucas closed his eyes and felt the old wound throb in his chest. The place where someone had thrust in a knife and cut Shane — warden, master, husband — out of his very flesh.

      The wound was knitting itself together.

      The pain of absence began to ease.

      Shane was asleep. He had not recognized Lucas. He had not spoken to him.

      The doctor had said there was a chance he might never wake again. They did not know what was wrong. They could rule out much. They could promise nothing.

      Sitting there — feeling Shane’s breath touch his face, feeling the physical presence of him, comprehending him real and present and alive — Lucas knew he had chosen correctly.

      It didn’t matter what Claire or her people did with his contract. Didn’t matter what he had signed himself over to. Didn’t matter what he had or had not promised.

      He had what he wanted.

      He stayed there for many long minutes, silently stroking Shane’s jaw and listening to him breathe.

      Then he pulled his chair closer — scrape, scrape — and he lifted one of Shane’s blankets to slip an arm under it, wrapping his arm around Shane’s chest. He sank his head down onto the pillow, beside Shane’s.

      Turned his face, turned it into Shane’s neck.

      Had he really remembered his smell correctly? The smell of the bedroom, the bed, the jacket, the inside of Shane’s clothes, and not just the lanolin and mink oil, leather conditioner, the acetone-stinking solvent, the same detergent, the occasional cigarette and the cheap bourbon. None of those replicable things, but what lay underneath.

      He breathed in.

      He closed his eyes.

      He almost laughed, he almost cried again.

      It was the same.

      The same, the same, the same.

      It was him, him. It was him. He was real. Alive. Alive, alive, alive. Shane was alive.
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            THE NAME OF GOD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Death and the awful abode of lost souls, whither my weakness long ago had sent him, had changed him for every other eye but mine. And now I heard his voice, rising, swelling, thundering through the flaring light, and as I fell, the radiance increasing, increasing, poured over me in waves of flame. Then I sank into the depths, and I heard the King in Yellow whispering to my soul: ‘It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God!’”

        -Robert  W. Chambers
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        * * *

      

      Lucas did not dream, exactly.

      He didn’t sleep. Time passed in the sharp jolts of intermittent sleep — it was midnight, it was 1:30, it was 3:00 — but his eyes never closed. He saw the darkness which was the inside of the curve of Shane’s neck, the shadows of the man, and the longer he lay there the darker the shadows became, and his fears grew and his gratitude suffered.

      He held tighter, nestled his face deeper.

      ‘The dark is terrible,’ he wanted to whisper.

      He did not dream, but he couldn’t not remember.

      Couldn’t not remember lying in his own hospital bed. Shot, but not badly. Shane angry.

      Lucas wanted to scream at himself, ‘Pessimistic, glum, malingering bastard.’

      The dark is terrible.

      The night. Is terrible.

      He couldn’t not remember his first night alone after four years of that man wrapped around him like a blanket. The cold, panicked night sweat. The frantic grabbing at sheets, feeling in a blind, sleep-dulled confusion for a man who wasn’t there. And then remembering. Remembering and crying out, and screaming. A short, sharp stab-wound of a scream.

      Night after night after night of waking to suddenly seize the blankets, the panic of Why is Shane missing? Something must be terribly wrong if he is not—  and remembering. Learning to scream silently. Nights jumping from hotel room to hotel room, Nick snoring in the next bed over and Lucas sitting up suddenly, mouth gaping open in memory, screaming with no sound, screaming with a raw, pulsing throat and a string of saliva dropping unchecked from his mouth.

      Lying in a hospital bed, shot, Shane angry.

      Lucas sullen. Eating a pudding cup.

      Shane leaving the room, outside, talking to doctors, nurses, cops, making Lucas’s excuses for him. Accepting a coffee from some sympathetic suit who understood, laughed. ‘Kids might grow up, but you never stop taking care of them.’ Friendly, canned laughter from Shane. ‘You’re sure right.’

      Shane still using the cover story of ‘my son,’ always with that irritated, exasperated tone that sold it because he meant it, and maybe ‘my son’ was an old reflex but it had felt pointed, insulting.

      Lucas’s mind flooding with interpretations.

      ‘You’re too old to act like this,’ ‘if you’re going to act like a child, I’m going to treat you like one,’ ‘I’m embarrassed to admit I’m fucking you,’ ‘No matter how good you suck me, eat me, ride me, I’m still going to treat you like a child,’ ‘You only get to play grown-up in the bedroom.’

      Servant, ward, wife, idiot, inconvenience.

      Shane eventually returning to the room blank, indifferent. The empty pudding cup crumpled on the tray next to the bed.

      The two of them, mirror images of the future. One watching the other.

      Lucas had barely felt the gunshot wound. He had felt only the imprint of recent fingers wrapped around his throat.

      And he didn’t remember what he said to Shane.

      He only knew it had been stupid, childish. A confirmation of the things so certainly running through the warden’s head, unspoken. Lucas had wanted him to fucking say them. Say something.

      But Shane had only looked at him.

      Lucas’s words bouncing off the man. Rocks on a bedroom window. Heard, ignored.

      Scorned.

      Shane had finally said only,

      ‘Let’s not fight.’

      And the sense of injury in Lucas. His anger boiling up, sitting up. Venomous, spoiled, a nag, a brat spitting back,

      ‘What if I want to fight?’

      He never got an answer.

      Shane’s expression had not changed a bit at Lucas’s fireworks.

      He had only gotten up from his chair, come to the bed and leaned over it. Lucas, instinctively expecting a kiss, had — despite his bitterness, his gall, the sense of injury and the knowledge that Shane was shutting him up — raised his mouth for it.

      But Shane’s lips had only touched his forehead.

      Him holding the back of Lucas’s head for a moment, cradling it. Fingers gentle in his hair. Lips gentle where they touched his skin. Lips warm.

      Shane releasing him in one motion of letting go, stepping back, turning on his heel, and leaving without so much as a backwards glance.

      Dismissed.

      Lucas’s palms bloody from digging his nails into his skin.

      Clenched fists, clenched teeth, eyes hot with angry tears thinking: You son of a bitch. You son of a bitch. Son of a bitch. Son of a

      It wasn’t long after that when the nurse came in to tell him.

      ‘Something has happened.’

      Saying,

      ‘Your father is dead.’

      And Lucas had frowned, confused, because his father had been dead for nearly two decades.

      That night he screamed himself hoarse in an empty bed, clawing at his neck and chin as if he could rake out the choking grief, biting his hands and arms in a clenched-teeth aching-jaw frenzy, insane, craving to pull out his own eyes, pull out his tongue, rip off all these parts of him and tear himself to pieces, into something unrecognizable and inhuman. The bed was empty, the bed was a thousand miles long in any direction and he was hollow, he was glass begging for the hammer.

      He couldn’t not remember.

      But he had tried.

      Now he cried silently into Shane’s neck, the pillow wet, and he didn’t realize what he was saying until the sound reached his ears, a hoarse and tear-gulping whisper of, “Wake up. Please. Wake up, wake up.”

      His hands curled into fists, his teeth cut into his cheeks as he ground them together, his grief not cold and wet but hot, boiling.

      “Wake up, you son of a bitch.”

      Small, choking sobs. The tears hot. Boiling. Furious.

      “You chickenshit bastard. Wake up. Wake the fuck up.”

      He sat up straight, he reached for Shane to shake him, slap him, seize him by the hair, to grab his chin and draw close and scream in his face. And his arm stopped halfway there.

      Shane’s eyes were open.

      Shane was awake.

      He stared up at the ceiling with no apparent knowledge of or reaction to having been called.

      Lucas went utterly still.

      As he stared down at the man, a tranquility of shock came over him and numbed every thought.

      This, he thought, this was surely the dream.

      Shane lay unmoving for a moment. Lucas had a surreal image that when — or if — Shane did rise it would be in the manner of a mummy from its coffin, slowly and with arms extended stiffly in front of him.

      But when Shane did move, it was in exactly the manner of a disoriented man in a hospital.

      He turned his head slightly from side to side as if trying to get his bearings, and then made the first effort to sit up, which was little more than head and shoulders lifting off the pillow for half a moment before dropping back down. Movement ran down his arms, a ripple of muscles waking up, and his hands turned over to touch the bed lightly with his fingertips. The touch of a single spider leg, sensing, gathering information off minute vibrations.

      No — not like a man.

      Preternatural. Like something in disguise, something knit out of shadow and bone.

      Lucas could not move.

      Shane managed to get one arm somewhat under himself, using it as a prop to lift and turn his upper body — gingerly, halting — towards Lucas. Each motion was slow as molasses, but not as fluid. Each movement was separated, specific, individually thought out. It was the movement of a man not quite certain of where his limbs were attached or how they worked.

      Drunken. Dislocated from his usual fine instincts, his spatial awareness.

      Shane stopped short of disturbing his IV. Noticing it for the first time, he touched it lightly, and then left it alone.

      Lucas — his emotions and thoughts a thousand miles away, so that he received only distant echoes of them — took that as a good sign; Shane could recognize an IV. He was at least partially oriented, not completely catatonic as he had been since arriving at the hospital.

      And then Shane’s eyes flicked onto Lucas’s face.

      Twin drops of hazel moonshine. Heavy, half-drunk.

      …but aware.

      A sliver of pure ice pierced Lucas’s spine.

      He sat completely still, too frozen to even tremble, wracked with that paralysis that struck prey animals in the eyeline of predators.

      The low hospital lights caught Shane’s face at a slant and created odd, scalene shadows on his face. The effect was malevolent. He observed Lucas from behind a deliberate mask of sly, insidious darkness — eyelids lowered, the corners of his eyes narrowed — and looked out from under his lashes, eyes two thin slivers of reflected light.

      Oblique. Guarded. A predator watching Lucas through a layer of glassy sedation.

      Lucas learned, for the first time, what other people felt under Shane’s gaze.

      He had not realized how gently Shane looked upon him and Nick.

      Hard, maybe, cruel, sometimes, but gentle compared to this absolute abyss.

      It was a void. Crushing. Annihilating.

      Shane did not recognize him.

      Shane stared at him in the near-dark, reading a stranger’s face.

      Finally he asked, “Where am I?”

      His lips made a sticky, dehydrated sound when they moved. His words seemed to come directly from a set of smoker’s lungs, as dry and crackly as forest undergrowth before a fire.

      Lucas’s lips answered on their own, obedient to the prodigal master.

      “You’re in the hospital,” he said.

      Shane’s slitted eyes flicked left, right. Pausing to accept the answer.

      Awake… but not entirely lucid.

      Lucas had to swallow hard before he could bring himself to speak unprompted, to question the warden without permission.

      His question came out in a whisper, short of breath.

      “Do you know who you are?”

      Shane’s eyes flicked back to Lucas’s face.

      Those eyes opened a sliver wider, revealing now the deep, dark drowning pools of his pupils. The hazel around them looked especially golden. They felt hot where they fixed on Lucas.

      They drank him in.

      Shane found something there. He leaned forward — a half-inch out of the dark, shadows warping menacingly on his face — to make sense of it.

      Lucas’s heart pounded.

      The heat in his face descended into his chest, and it felt… toxic. It churned threateningly against his ribs.

      Shane — his words picked carefully, one at a time, like a man answering a trick question and not sure of the game but fairly confident in his answer — asked,

      “Am I the Devil?”

      And Lucas—

      Remembering the patronizing, dismissive forehead kiss good-bye, remembering the teeth-rattling slap to a teenaged face, remembering the agonizing sear of liquid nitrogen on a child’s fingertips.

      Lucas—

      Who had nothing of his own and everything of Shane’s, had Shane’s birthday, Shane’s clothes, Shane’s sacred mandate.

      Lucas—

      Who had loved Shane more than any human being should love another.

      He looked at this man, and in a hot rush imagined seizing him by the eye sockets, taking the hidden knife from his boot and plunging it into that weak gut until Shane’s intestines and stomach and liver were macerated. Imagined pulling out his tongue, his eyes, cutting and ripping and ripping until ‘the warden’ was something unrecognizable and inhuman, and then—

      Lucas—

      With that shattered, fractured, traumatized, mutilated, defiled, defaced, defeated, whipped child still alive inside him, screaming for blood.

      Feeling all his wept-for love boil over with hate, the hate that could only be felt for the living unlocked now in the face of his real, physical, present lover and master and husband and everything.

      Lucas—

      Leaned in and he gripped Shane’s jaw.

      “Yes,” he hissed.

      He said, “Yes. Yes, you are the Devil.”

      He said, “You are the Devil,” and he said it viciously, spitting the words into Shane’s mouth.

      He gripped the back of Shane’s head, drew close. Forehead to forehead, he chanted, he breathed — with the ecstatic shudder of spoken truths on his tongue — “You are the fucking Devil,” and kissed Shane’s mouth.

      The dam broke in Lucas’s heart.

      Hatred flowed into desire like polluting barrels of black bile. His veins filled with pumping, liquid pitch, molten hot and begging for a lit match. His hatred was exactly as pure as his hunger, desperate now to bite, to suck, to maim. Love throbbed, burning, in the fingertips that wrested Shane down.

      He flattened Shane on that bed, weighing him down flat with the force of his mouth, gnawing Shane’s lips open to gasping.

      Lucas was pulsing, forging greedily towards triumph, rising like a thunderhead in full white plume.

      His excitement was as raw as it had been at nineteen.

      Nineteen peeling down the elastic hem of Shane’s boxers, over the bulge, freeing his cock with a single rigid bounce. Nineteen and giving Shane head, Shane’s pants riding down to his knees and Lucas unable to resist putting his tongue to Shane’s thighs. Hungry for the softest skin he could find, no thought or intent in his head of pleasure but only hungry, wanting to lick, taste, feel the warmth on his tongue, and Shane not guiding him back but jerking off.

      Lucas threw off the blankets, his hands instantly finding the bottom of the hospital gown and sweeping under, streaking his flat hands up Shane’s thighs.

      There was no room between their lips to gasp, but Lucas felt Shane’s breath catch against his mouth.

      Nineteen, the first kiss, Lucas both bewildered and brilliantly excited by the mess of it. Shane not worried about keeping a dry chin, Shane whose desires had been not just repressed but compressed by the celibate years of rearing two boys, who had put away this part of manhood, finally uncorking the dusty bottle. Bringing it to Lucas’s spit-wet mouth to spill all over his tongue and lips.

      Lucas was no less starving for it now.

      He found Shane between the legs, moaned at the contact with his fingers.

      Disoriented or not, this part of Shane knew him, and Lucas felt it waking up in his hand. Felt Shane rapidly orienting underneath him — at least to this familiar purpose.

      Shane’s hand stole in under Lucas’s shirt, the spread fingers flattening over his navel, just above the line of his belt.

      Nineteen, Shane silently necking him, not touching Lucas except for the hand spread flat over his belly — just like this — and the lips beneath his ear. Lazily, almost disinterestedly laying on arousal while Lucas, humiliated but overcome with need, took care of himself in frantic, gasping jerks.

      Lucas left Shane’s mouth.

      He bit Shane’s chin — hard enough to jar his own teeth on the bone — and then landed on his throat, seeking the soft skin below the line of beard, and Lucas latched on with as many teeth as he could bury at once.

      Shane’s fingers jerked against his stomach, dragged nails once in a sharp, shocked rake.

      The dry, rattling noise the man made was a vampire’s desiccated imitation of a moan.

      Lucas withheld nothing of himself.

      Not lust, nor love, nor anger.

      He tore Shane’s hospital gown away, he wrested down his own pants, clawed free of the boxer elastic. He dragged up his shirt, hitching it under his armpits, all but off. Bare to the knee. Bare to the top of his chest. Reuniting their two naked halves in caressing, in grinding together.

      He poured himself over Shane, molten.

      Hips hitching. Teeth digging, consuming. His whole body a singular, pulsating organ of appetite, a temple dedicated to gluttony, where blood was poured and children burned.

      He buried his face in the top of Shane’s chest, that place of good dreams, and raked his teeth over the now-prominent ridges of bone. If he could have, he would have crunched through the skin and clamped his teeth over the naked bone, gnawed and broken them until he could taste the very marrow of Shane’s bones.

      Teeth gave way to tongue, leaving bloodred marks at the top of Shane’s chest as Lucas descended to the nipple.

      Shane groaned. A broken-in-the-middle sound. His fingers clawed their way to Lucas’s back.

      Lucas nosed viciously against Shane’s chest, mouthing him, sucking.

      Shane’s fingers climbed his shoulders, found the back of his neck and bit down with ruthless, clawing nails.

      Lucas had been too shy at nineteen to do more than kiss Shane’s mouth, suck his cock. It had taken years until he — drunk on whiskey, too dizzy for sex but burning for his warden — had been bold enough to nose between Shane’s thighs — Shane amused, holding his liquor better but still drowsing, parting those thighs to see what he would do — and give him the deep, nuzzling tongue that wanted everything.

      Eventually Lucas had learned enough boldness to initiate the act as he pleased, and he did frequently, because he loved Shane’s pleasure — the hand in his hair, the feeling of Shane’s thighs flexing or quivering and the sharp sighs from him — but it had been servile. Licking not to taste, not in hunger, but giving his tongue only for this unique pleasure. Only for Shane.

      He had been more skittish than hungry, then. Tentative. Eyes on his master. Happy to serve, too timid to indulge.

      This was not servile. Nor was it indulgence.

      It was ravenous.

      Lucas was a starving demon, hungry beyond wit or will, and he sucked his way back up Shane’s chest leaving his nipple red and raw. He shoved Shane’s arm up, fingers crossed bruisingly hard across his tricep, and buried his kissing mouth underneath.

      Shane groaned. Lucas licked.

      Deep, nestling, sucking-wet. Emphasizing his presence with thrusts of his lower jaw. Skimming his lips, teeth, up the back of Shane’s arm to pinch the sensitive skin and then back down.

      Shane was panting. He was fire in Lucas’s hand, hard to the point of twitching, twitching like a plucked string.

      Lucas gave him one more long, dark lick under the arm and went back for his mouth.

      Shane’s breath burned on his lips. Boomed loud in Lucas’s ears like the bellows of a machine.

      Robbed of oxygen, full of Shane’s breath — the pouring black smoke of a gas fire — Lucas forgot his own lungs and he ate. Taste of Shane’s tongue. Taste of something acrid, chemical — a leftover fleck of paint. Taste of exhaustion, death, the desert and all its bewildering sand.

      Taste of delirium.

      They swapped it on their tongues, that delirium, equally disoriented by and to each other.

      Hands crawled. Shane’s fingers bit him, closed around his throat, a perfect match of palm to bruise.

      And Lucas stroked the face of his dead man.

      Nineteen, he remembered, nineteen and his first taste of Shane’s cum. Nineteen and both of them overly excited, this delirious, with a tumbling-blocks lack of structure to their sex. Rushing for their own and each other’s orgasms. Lucas succeeded in getting only a few snatched, sucking kisses of Shane’s cock before suddenly tasting the seed, feeling it strike his chin, the warm, masculine drops spattering his tongue, lips. A burst of it. Like a car flying by in the rain, soaking your shoes.

      Shane licking it off his lips, feeding it back to him.

      Lucas had wanted to eat him alive.

      Now he did.

      He devoured Shane with his mouth and with his fingers, stoking the fire between Shane’s legs until his palm singed, and then his body. Finally. Breath staggering, head spinning from the bliss of fruition, finally he sealed them together, notching his thigh between Shane’s and returning his entire body to its provenance, closing every gap between legs, stomach, chest, mouth.

      Closing their cocks together, skin on skin, twin flames meeting in the dead center.

      He made an agonized sound, lost in Shane’s throat.

      His body moved on its own. Striving, thrusting as if it could merge the two of them together, make them a singular being.

      A climbing sensation spiraled in his brain. He was ascending, going upward.

      Dying. Rising.

      And reality lay broken all around them. Shards of black glass, razor obsidian, dark shale coursing down a mountainside. There was no peak. There was no mountain. There was only Shane, rising like a sun over the blasted slopes, his light burning Lucas alive without a single tree or bush for shelter.

      Lucas died on top of him.

      He collapsed, slumped loose-boned onto Shane’s chest, all of his muscles twitching and agitating in the final convulsions, and he whimpered with the agony of it.

      He was burnt. Burned down. Skinned by the flames, left naked and raw-fleshed, all of his organs on the outside and vulnerable.

      Hot wax was melting between their stomachs. Rolling, sticking droplets.

      He panted.

      Shane guttered underneath him, drawing hard breaths.

      His fingers gradually drifted down the slope of Lucas’s shoulder.

      Lucas tried to measure time. How long had it been? Three minutes? Forty?

      He had no idea. Time had dilated again, as if he had slammed another three weed gummies. It was strung out, expanded so that he could see each aspect of every thought, pause to examine every single moment, every fleck of sensation.

      And every moment was the same. Gleaming. Crystal. Diamond, even.

      But the diamond spun. It remained diamond, yet every second returned a different facet, a different fractal of colored light bouncing off of it.

      Lucas admired it. The moment. The same, expanding moment.

      He had been here before.

      It had taken him three years to find it again.

      He made his limbless body sit up, wincingly dragging his pants back up  — over his aching legs — so he could straddle Shane’s waist.

      There he sat, still panting, looking down at his diamond of a man. Implacably hard. Lovely beyond comprehension.

      Shane Case glowered back up at him with dark eyes, rosily postcoital and still catching his breath but not happy.

      And the look was so, so familiar. Lucas would have known it with his eyes closed.

      That special look reserved just for him.

      He smiled. He felt himself smiling. Grinning, even.

      ‘What’ll it be?’ he wanted to ask. ‘A flat palm, or you want me to get that belt out for you?’

      Instead he said,

      “You know me.”

      His voice was breathy — not just from coming, but with hope. He lingered on the cusp of elation, the very edge of it. Praying.

      Shane’s tight jaw didn’t waver from its desire to whup Lucas’s ass, but his eyes flickered. They reflected on Lucas’s face. Lingered there.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Shane’s own voice was heavy, breathy. Overtaxed in his poor condition. But it was… it was broader now. Deeper, fuller, as if his lungs had expanded. As if he was unfurling from that shriveled mummy, becoming a man again.

      Lucas could barely speak around the emotion in his throat.

      “My name,” he managed to whisper, and then said, louder, “My name, tell me my name. Tell me who I am.”

      Shane looked up at him, calm and lucid. So clearly oriented it was as if he had never been confused in the first place.

      And with the same careful, purposeful clarity as he had pronounced himself the Devil, Shane said,

      “You’re God.”

      A silent second passed between them.

      And then Lucas burst out laughing.

      He laughed hard enough he tilted sideways, had to brace himself on Shane’s thigh to keep from toppling off the bed, and put a hand to his lips to try and control it. He could not. He was laughing, and he was crying, tears of mirth and hysteria and fresh, tearing anger rolling down his face.

      Crying laughing because look at the man!

      Naked, haunted, skeletonized-thin but still the most threatening thing Lucas had ever seen, exactly as cunning— as— as— as sharp as he had been in his right mind, possibly even moreso now, but… malevolently. Raw. He was the Devil. He had climbed out of Hell, mad and broken, and he didn’t know a damn thing! Stupid. Weak. Fragile.

      And still terrifying.

      Lucas was terrified to be alone with him, alone with the disoriented Devil in the dark hospital with components of improvised weapons glinting all around them. Hard metal and glass.

      Lucas had seen Shane slit a man’s throat with bent plastic and sheer will.

      His entire body screamed ‘danger’ and he was waiting for Shane to strike him, seize him, choke him, and he was still laughing, crying and laughing with the painful joy of having him alive, and he hated him! Oh, God, he had never hated before in his life, if this was hate. He could drown in it.

      Lucas hiccuped, cry-laughed. He cradled Shane’s face in one hand and said, “No, you stupid son of a bitch.

      “No, it’s fucking Lucas. Jesus fucking Christ.”
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        * * *

      

      Lucas and Shane will return in part two. To get advance notice of the next book’s release, subscribe to my newsletter.

      New works are shared in serial style, chapter by chapter, on my Patreon.

      To delve deeper into this world, check out Blood Sports, book one in the Hanged Men series which takes place in the same universe.

      Thanks for reading!
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